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Book One
THE BOOK OF THE | MMORTALS 1
Chapter 1
*I'| 1»e theories about the creation of the world of Sularin num
,. bered the sane as the Gods who kept it in notion. The
foll owers of Benario, God of Thieves, were firmin their belief

that their God stole the world from Sul, who had been going to set it as
another jewel in the firmanent. Uevin's worshipers portrayed Sul as a
craftsman, holding calipers and a T
, square in his hand and spending his spare tine considering
;i he nature of the dodecahedron. Quar taught that Sul nolded the world froma
[ unp of clay, used the sun to bake it, then bathed it with his tears when he
was finished. Akhran told his followers nothing at all. The Wanderi ng God
hadn't the | east
e interest in the creation of the world. That it was here and now was enough
for him Consequently each Sheykh had his own view, handed down from
great-great-grandfather to great-grandfather to grandfather to father to son
Each Sheykh's view was the right one, all others were wong, and it was a
mat -;'ter over which bl ood had been spilled on countless occasions. ~ in
the Enperor's court in Khandar, renowned for advanced thought, |earned nmen and
worren spent |ong hours , debating the differing theories and even | onger hours
prov-;-,ing, eventually, that Quar's teachings were undoubtedly the v inost
scientific. Certainly it was the only theory to explain 'adequately the
phenonenon of the Kurdin Sea—an ocean of '”“arft water populated with seagoi ng

fish and conpletely surrounded on all sides by desert. ;1:.- The | andl ocked
Kurdi n Sea was popul ated by ot her things,
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too; dark and shadowy things that the | earned nen and wonen, living in the

safety and confort of the court of Khandar, saw only in their sleep or in
fevered delirium One of these dark things (and not the darkest by any neans)
was Quar's mnion, Kaug.

Three figures, standing on the shore of the sea, were discussing this very
subject intently. The figures were not human; no human had ever crossed the
Sun's Anvil whose enpty dunes surrounded the sea. The three were immortal s—
not gods, but those who served both gods and humans.

"You're telling me that his dwelling is down there, in that?" said a djinn,
staring at both the water and his fellow djinn with deep disgust.

The water of the Kurdin Sea was a deep cobalt blue, its color made nore vivid
and intense by the stark, glaring whiteness of the desert. In the distance,
what appeared to be a cloud of snoke was a white snmudge against a pal e bl ue
sky.

"Yes," replied the younger djinn. "And don't | ook so amazed, Sond. | told you



before we left—=

"You said on the Kurdin Sea, Pukah! You never said anything about in the
Kurdin Sea!"

"Unl ess Kaug's taken up boating, how could he live on the Kurdin Sea?"
"There's an island in the center, you know. "

"Gal os!" Pukah's eyes opened wide. "Fromwhat |'ve heard of Gal os, not even
Kaug woul d dare live on that accursed rock."

"Bah!" Sond sneered. "You've been listening to the mectdah's stories with ears
soaked in qttmz."

"I haven't either! |I'mextensively traveled. My former naster—

"—was a thief and a liarl"

"Don't pay any attention to him Asrial, ny beautiful enchanter,"” said Pukah
turni ng his back upon Sond and facing a silver-haired woman clad in white
robes, who was | ooking fromone to the other with increasi ng wonder. "M
former master was a follower of Benario, but only because that was the
religion in which he was rai sed. What could he do? He didn't want to offend
his parents—=

"—by earning an honest living," interposed Sond.

"He was an entertainer at heart, with such a wonderful way w th ani mal s—=
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- "Snake charmer. That was his ploy to get into other people's houses-."

He was not a devout believer! Certainly Benario never blessed him"

"That's true. He got caught with his hand in the noney

jw—

"He was misunderstood!" Pukah shout ed.

"When they were through with him he was m ssing nore than understanding,"”
Sond said dryly, folding his gold-braeel eted arns across his bare chest.
Drawi ng his saber fromthe green sash at his waist, Pukah rounded on the ol der
djinn. "You and | have been friends for centuries, Sond, but 1 will not allow
you to insult ne before the angel | |ove!"

"We've never been friends, that | knew of," Sond grow ed, drawing his saber in
turn. Steel flashing in the bright sun-Hgbt, the two began to circle each
other. "And if hearing the truth insults you—~

"What are you two doing?" the angel demanded. "Have you forgotten why we are
here? What about your Nedjm?" She glared at Sond. "Last night you shed tears
over her cruel fide—being held captive by this evil afright—=

"—~efreet," corrected Sond.

"Whatever it is called in your crude | anguage," Asrial said loftily. "You said
you woul d give your life for her—-which, considering you are immortal, doesn't
seemto me to be nuch of a sacrifice. W have spent weary weeks searching the
heavens for her and now you qui bbl e about going into the sea!"

"I amof the desert," Sond protested sullenly. "I don't like water. It's cold
and wet and sliny."

"You can't really feel anything, you know W are imor-bl." Asrial glanced at
Pukah coolly fromthe corner of her blue eyes. "W are above such things as

| ove and physical sensations and other human frailties!"

"Above | ove?" cried Pukah jealously. "Were did the

tears | saw you sheddi ng over your mad nmaster come from if

AVou have no eyes? If you have no hand, why do you caress his

.cJbrehead and, for all | know, other parts of his body as well!"

"As for my tears,"” retorted Asrial angrily, "all know the , The drops of rain
are the tears the CGods shed over the lies of man-—=
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"Hazrat Akhran goes about with dry eyes, then," Pukah interrupted, |aughing.
Asrial pointedly ignored him "And as for your insinuation that | have had
carnal know edge of ny 'prot6g6' —Mathew is not ny master and he's not mad—your
statenment is absurd and what | woul d expect of one who has been living around
humans so | ong he has tricked hinself into believing he can feel what they
feel =

"Hush!" said Sond suddenly, cocking his turbaned head to one side.



"What r

"Shhht" the djinn hissed urgently. He stared far off into nothing, his gaze
abstracted. "My master," he nmurnured. "He's calling for ne.
"I's that all?" Pukah raised his eyes to heaven. "He's called for you before.
Let Majiid tie his headcloth himself this norning."

"No, it is nore urgent than that! | think I should attend him™"

"Come now, Sond. Majiid gave you perm ssion to |eave. | know you don't want to
go swimm ng, but this is ridicul ous—=

"It isn't that! Something's wong! Something' s been wong ever since we left."
"Bah! |If something was wong, Khardan would be calling for me. He can't get

al ong without me for even the snmallest thing, you know " The young djinn
heaved the sigh of the vastly overworked. "I rarely have a nonent's peace. He
begged ne to stay, in fact, but | told himthat die w shes of Hazrat Akhran
hel d preference over those of a human, even ny master—

"And is your master calling for you?" Sond interrupted inpatiently.

"No! So you see—=

"I see nothing except a braggart and a buffoon— Sond fell silent. "That's
odd," be said after a noment's pause. "Majiid s calls just ceased.”

"There, what did | tell you. The old man pulled his trousers on all by

hi msel f —=

"I don't like this," muttered Sond, putting his hand over his breast. "I fee
strange—enpty and hol | ow. "

"What does he mean?" Asrial drew near Pukah. Slipping her hand into the hand
of the djinn, she held onto himtightly. "He | ooks terrible, Pukah!"
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1 know, ny dear. | never could understand what wonmen see in him" said Pukah
Looki ng down at the small white hand he was hol ding, die djinn squeezed it
teasingly. "A pity yon can't feel this—=

Angrily, Asrial snatched her hand away. Spreading her white w ngs, she

snoot hed her robes about her and waded Btto the water of the cobalt blue sea.
Pukah foll owed instantly, plunging headlong into the sea water with a spl ash
that drenched the angel and sent a school of small fish into a pani cked
frenzy. "Com ng?" he yelled.

"I'"ll be along," Sond answered softly.

Facing the west, the djinn's eyes scanned the horizon. He saw not hi ng but

bl owi ng sand, heard nothing but the eerie song the dunes sing as they shift
and nmove in their eternal dance with the wi nd.

Shaki ng his head, the djinn turned away and slowy entered the Kurdin Sea.
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Chapter 2

Si nki ng deeper and deeper into the Kurdin Sea, Asrial tried to appear as

nonpl ussed and casual as if she were drifting through a clear blue sky in the
heavens of Promenthas. |nwardly, however, she was a prey to growing terror

The guardi an angel had never encountered a place as fearsone as this.

It wasn't the cold or the wetness that sent shudders through her etherea
body-Asrial had not been around humans nearly as |ong as either Pukah or Sond
and so did not feel these sensations. It was the darkness.

Ni ght steals over the surface of the world |like the shadow of an angel's w ng
and it is just that—a shadow. N ght hides objects fromour vision and this is
what frightens nortal s-* not the darkness itself, but the unknown | urking
beneath it. Night on the world's surface nerely affects the sight, however,
and nortals have learned to fight back. Light a candle and drive the darkness
away. Ni ght above does not affect hearing—the grows of animals, the rustling
of trees, the sleepy murmur of the birds are easily detected, perhaps nore
easily than in daylight, for night seenms to sharpen the other senses in return
for di mm ng one.

But the night of the water is different. The darkness of the sea isn't a
shadow cast over nortal vision. The sea's night is an entity. It has wei ght
and form and substance. It snothers the breath fromthe | ungs. The sea's night



is eternal. The sun's rays cannot pierce it. No candle will light it. The
sea's

night is alive. Creatures popul ate the darkness and nortals are the
trespassers in their domain.

The sea's night is silent.

The silence, the weight, the aliveness of the darkness pressed in on Asrial
Though she had no need to breathe, she felt herself gasping for breath. Though
her inmortal vision could see, she wi shed desperately for light. Mre than
once di e caught herself in what appeared to be the act of swi nming, as were
Sond and Pukah. Asrial did not cleave the water with clean, strong strokes

i ke Sond or flounder through it fishlike, as did Pukah. It was, with her

nore as if she sought to push the water aside with her hands, as if she were
trying to clear a path for herself.

"You're growing nore human all the time," conmented Pukah teasingly, bobbing
up near her.

"I'f you mean that | amfrightened of this terrible place and want very nuch to
| eave, then you are right," Asrial said miserably. Brushing aside the silver
hair that floated into her fece, she glanced around in dismay. "Surely this
must be the dwelling place of Astafas!”

" Ast a- who?"
"Astafes, the God who sits opposite Pronenthas in the Great Jewel. He is cruel
and evil, delighting in suffering and msery. He rules over a world that is

dark and terrible. Denmons serve him bringing himhuman soul s on which he
feeds."”

"That sounds a lot like Kaug, only he eats things nore substantial than souls.
Why, you're trenmbling all over! Pukah, you are a swine, a goat," he nuttered
beneath his breath. "You should never have brought her in the first place." He
started to slip his armconfortingly around the angel, only to discover that
her wings were in the way. If he put his arm above where the w ngs sprouted
fromher back, it looked as if he were attenpting to choke her. Sliding his
arm under the wings, he becane entangled in the feathers. Finally, in
exasperation, he gave up and contented hinself with patting her hand

soothingly. "Ill take you back up to the surface," he offered. "Sand can dea
wi th Kaug."
"No!" cried Asrial, looking alarmed. "I'mall right. Truly. It was wong of ne

to conplain." She snoothed her silver hair and her white robes and was
endeavoring to appear conmposed and cal m when a tentacle snaked out of the

dar kness and wrapped around her wist. Asrial jerked her hand away with a
snot hered shriek. Pukah surged forward.
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"A squid. Go on, get out of here! Do we | ook edible? Stupid fish. There,
there, my dearest! It's all right. The creature's gone. "

Conpl etely unnerved, Asrial was sobbing, her wings folded tightly about her in
a protective, feathered cocoon

"Sondl " shouted Pukah into the thick darkness. "lI'mtaking Asrial to the
surface—Sond! Sond? Drat! Where in Sul has he got to? Asrial, ny angel, cone
with ne—=

"No!" Asrial's wings parted suddenly. Resolutely, she began floating through

die water. "I must stay! | nust do this for Mathew Fish, you said. The fish
told me—Mathew would die a horrible death . . . unless | cane—=

"Fi sh? What fish?"

"Ch, Pukah!" Asrial halted, staring at the djinn in horror. "I wasn't supposed
totelll"

"Well, you did. The sheep is dead', as they say. Mght as well eat it as cry
over it. You spoke with a fish? How? \Were?"

"My proteg6 carries with himtwo fish—=

"In the mddle of the desert? And you say he isn't nmad!"



"No! No! It isn't like that at all! There's something . . . strange"-Asri al
shi vered—about these fish. Sonething magical. They were given to Mathew by a
man—a terrible man. The slave trader who took my protegf captive. The one who
ordered the slaughter of the helpless priests and nagi of Proraenthas.

"When we cane to the city of Kich, the slave trader was stopped outside the
city walls by guards, who told himhe nust give up all his magical objects and
sacrifice diemto Quar. The slave trader gave up every nmagic item he
had—except for one."

"I"ve heard of fish that swall owed magic rings, but magic fish?" Pukah
appeared highly skeptical. "What do they do? Charmthe baitr”

"This is serious, Pukah!" Asrial said softly. "One |life has been | ost over

them al ready. And my poor Mathew ..." She covered her face with her hands.
"Pukah, you are a low formof life. Aworm a snake is higher than you." The
djinn gazed at the angel renorsefully. "lI'msorry. Go on, Asrial."

"He ... the slave trader . . . called Mathew over to the white palanquin in

whi ch the trader always travel ed. He handed my protegel a crystal gl obe
decorated on the top and bottomw th costly gold work. The gl obe was filled
with water and inside swamtwo fish—ene gold and one bl ack. The

trader ordered Mathew to keep them hidden fromthe guards. There was a poor
girl standing there, watching—a slave girl. The trader told Mathew to w t ness
what woul d happen if he betrayed himand he ... he nurdered the girl, right
bef ore Mathew s eyes!"

"Why did he choose Mathew to carry these fish?"

Asrial blushed faintly. "The trader m stook my protegf for a femal e—=

"Ah, yes," muttered Pukah. "I forgot."

"The guards woul d not search the wonmen in the caravan-not their persons, at

| east —and so Mat hew was able to conceal the fish. The slave trader said that
he woul d take them back when they went into town. But then your naster rescued
Mat hew and carried himaway. And with him the magical fish. ..."

"How do you know they're magi c? What do they do?" Pukah asked dubi ously.

"OfF course they're magic!" Asrial snapped irritably. "They live encased in a
crystal globe that no force on this world can shatter. They do not eat. They
are not bothered by heat or cold." Her voice |owered. "And one spoke to ne."
"That's nothing!" Pukah scoffed. "I've talked to animals. | once shared ny
basket with a snake who worked for my former naster. Quite an anusing fellow
Actually, it was the snake's basket, but he didn't mind a roomate after |
convi nced—=

"Pukah! This is serious! One fish—the gold one—+told ne to conme with you to
find the Lost Imortals. The fish referred to Mathew as the Bearer . . . and
she said he was in dreadful danger. In danger of losing not only his life but
his soul as well!"

"There, there, ny dear. Don't get so upset. \Wen we get back, you nust show ne
t hese wonderful fish. \Wat else do they—Ch, Sond! \Where have you been?"

The el der djinn swamthrough the nurky water, his strong arnms cleaving it
aside with swift, clean strokes. "I went ahead to Kaug's dwelling, to | ook
around. The 'efreet's gone, apparently. The place is deserted."

"Good! " Pukah rubbed his hands in satisfaction. "Are you certain you want to
continue on, Asrial? Yes? Actually, it's well that you are conming wth us,
beautiful angel, because neither Sond nor | may enter the 'efreet's dwelling
wi t hout his perm ssion. Now you, on the other hand—=

"Pukah, | need to talk to you." Sond drew the young
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diinn to the far side of a large outcropping of rock covered w th holl ow,
tubul ar plants that opened and shut with the flow of the water, |ooking |like
hundreds of gasping nmouths. "Well, what is it?"

"Pukah, a strange feeling cane over ne when | drew near Kaug's dwelling—
"It's the stuff he cooks for his dinner. | know, | felt it, too. Like your
stomach's trying to escape by way of your throat?" "It's not anything
snelled!" Sond said angrily. "Quit being a fool for once in your life. It's a
feeling like . . . like . . . like I could enter Kaug's dwelling w thout his



perm ssion. In feet, it seened as if | was being pulled inside!"

"Pulled inside an 'efreet's. house! Who's the fool here now? Certainly not
me! " Pukah appeared anused.

"Bah! | might as well be talking to the seaweed!" Shovi ng Pukah asi de, Sond
swam past him diving down toward the cave on the ocean floor where the
"efreet nade his hone.

Pukah cast the djinn a scathing glance. "At |east the seaweed woul d provide
you an audi ence on your own mental |evel! Come on, Asrial." Catching hold of
die angel's hand, he I ed her down to the very bottom of the sea.

Kaug's cave was hol |l owed out of a cliff of black rock. Alight glimered at
the entrance, the eerie |um nescence conmng fromthe heads of enthralled sea
urchins gloomly awaiting their nmaster's return. The | ong greeni sh brown nopss
that hung fromthe cliff rem nded Asrial of the squid' s tentacles.

"I"'mgoing in there al one," whispered the angel, rem nding herself of Mathew s
plight and trying very hard to be courageous. "I'mgoing in there." But she
didn't nove.

Sond, biting his lower lip, stared at Kaug's dwelling as though mesnerized by
it.

"On second thought, Asrial," Pukah said in a bland and innocent voice, "I
think it mght be better if we did acconpany you—

"Admit it, Pukah! You feel it, don't you!" Sond grow ed. "I do not!" Pukah
protested loudly. "It's just that | don't think we should let her go in there
al one! "

"Cone on then," said Sond. "If we're not barred at the threshold, then we know

something is wong!"

The two djinn floated ahead to the entryway of the cave, their skin shimrering
green in the ghostly light emanating fromthe sea urchins, who were staring at
themw th |large, sorrowful eyes. Slowy Asrial swam behind. Her w ngs fan-
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nmg the water, she paused, hovering overhead as the djinn stopped—ene standing
on either side of the entryway.

""Vell, go on!" Sond gestured,

"And get a jolt of lightning through my body for breaking the rule. No thank
you! " Pukah sniffed scornfully.

"This was your ideal"

"I"ve changed ny mnd."

"You're not going to be stopped and you knowit. | tell you, we're being
invited inside there!"

"Then you accept the invitation!"

d aring at Pukah, Sond cautiously set his foot across the threshold of the
"efreet's dwelling. Cringing, Pukah waited for the blue Bash, the crackle, and
the painful yelp from Sond, an indication that the established rul e anong

i Mmortals was bei ng viol at ed.

Not hi ng happened.

Sond stepped across the threshold with ease. Pukah sighed inwardly. Despite
what he'd told Sond, he, too, had the distinct feeling that he was being urged
to enter the "efreet's hone. No, it was stronger than that. Pukah had the

di squi eting inpression that he belonged inside the eerily lit cave.

"What nonsense, Pukah!" Pukah said to himself with scorn. "As if you ever

bel onged in a place where fish heads are an integral part of the decor!"

Sond was staring at himin grimtriunph from (he entry-way. lIgnoring him
Pukah turned to give Asrial his hand. Together, they entered the cave. The
angel stayed quite near the djinn. The feathers of her w ngs brushed agai nst
hi s bare back, and despite his growi ng sense of uneasiness, Pukah felt his
skin tingle and a pleasurable warnth flood his body.

Was Asrial right? he wondered for a nonent, standing in the green-tinged

dar kness, the angel's hand held fast in his. Is this sensation sonmething |I've
tricked nyself into experiencing to becone nore like humans? O do | truly

enj oy her touch?



Leani ng near him | ooking around but not letting go of his hand, Asrial
whi spered, "What is it we're searching for?"

"A gol den egg," Pukah whi spered back

"I doubt well find the egg," Sond nuttered unhappily. "And if we did, ny
| ovely djinniyeh would not be inside. Renenber? Kaug said he had taken Nedjna
to a place where | would never see her again until | joined her."

"Then what are we doi ng here?" Pukah demanded.

"How should I know? It was your idea!"

14
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"Me? You were the one who said Kaug was hol di ng Nedj ma captive! Now you change
your tune—=

H e djinn sucked in a furious breath. "I'll change your tune!" Sond laid his
hand on the hilt of his sword. "You will sing through a slit in your throat,
you—=

"Stop it! Just stop it!" AsriaTs tense voice hissed in the darkness. "Now that
we're here, it can't hurt to look! Even if we don't find Nedjma, we may find
somet hing that woul d guide us to where this alright has taken her!™

"She's right," said Pukah hastily, backing up and stunbling over a sponge. "W
shoul d search this place."

"Well, we'd better hurry," Sond grunbl ed. "Kaug may be back any nonent. Let's
separate.”

Repeati ng Mat hew s name over and over to herself to give her courage, Asrial
drifted deeper into the cave. Pukah slanted off" to die right, while Sond took
the left.

"Ugh! | just found one of Kaug's pets!" Rolling over a rock that the 'efreet
used for a chair or a table or perhaps just liked to have around, Pukah
grimaced as something black and ugly slithered out fromunderneath. "Or maybe
it's agirlfriend." Setting the rock back hastily, he continued on, poking his
Il ong nose into a bed of lichen. "Asrial is right you know, Sond. Hazrat Akhran
bel i eves that Quar is responsible for the disappearance of the imortals,
including his own. If that's true, then Kaug nust know where they are."

"This is hopel ess!" Asrial waved her hands hel pl essly. "There's nothing here
but rocks and seaweed." Turning, she suddenly recoiled. "Wat's that?" She
pointed to a huge iron cauldron standing in a recessed area of the cave.
"Kaug's stew pot!" Pukah's nose winkled. "Can't you snell it?" The djinn
drifted over near the angel. "The place has changed," he admitted. "Last tinme
| was here, there were all sorts of objects sitting about. Now there's
nothing. It looks as if the bastard noved out. | think we've searched enough
Sond! Sond? Where are you!"

"But there nmust be sonmething!" Asrial tw sted a | ock of her hair around her
finger. "The fish said | should come with you! Maybe we could talk to your

God. Perhaps he knows sonet hi ng?"

"No, no!" Pukah grew pale at the thought. "That wouldn't be wise. |"'msure if
Akhran knew anyt hi ng He woul d have informed us. Sond! Sond! |-

A hoarse, ragged cry came fromthe inner depths of the cave.

"Sul's eyebal |l s! What was that?" Pukah felt the hair beneath his turban stand
strai ght up.

"Promenthas be with us!" Asrial breathed.

The terrible cry rose again, swelled to a shriek, then broke off in a choking
sob.

"It's Sond!" Pukah sprang forward, overturning rocks, shoving through curtains
of floating seaweed. "Sond! \Were are you? Did you step on a fish? Is it Kaug?
Sond . . ."

Pukah's voi ce died. Bounding a corner, he came upon the elder djinn standing
by hinself in a small grotto. Sickly green light, oozing fromslinmy plants
clinging to the walls, was reflected in an object Sond held in his hands. The
djinn was staring at it in horror



"What is it, my friend? What have you found? It | ooks |ike— Pukah gasped.
"Akhran have nercy!"

"Why? What's the matter?" Asrial tiptoed into the grotto behi nd Pukah and
peered over his shoulder. "Wat do you mean scaring us half to death? It's
only an old lamp!"

Sond's face was a pale green in the light of the plants. "Only an old | anp!"
he repeated in an angui shed voice. "It's nmy lanp! My chirak\"

**H s what ?" Asrial |ooked at Pukah, who was nearly as green as Sond.

"It is nore than a |l anmp,"” Pukah said through stiff lips. "It is his dwelling
pl ace."

"And | ook, Pukah," Sond said in a hushed whisper. "Look behind ne, at ny
feet."”

"M ne, too?" Though Pukah's lips forned the words, no one could hear them
Sond nodded silently.

Pukah sank slowly to the cave floor. Reaching out his hand, he took hold of a
basket that stood behind Sond. Made of tightly wapped coils of rattan, the
basket was small at the bottom swelled outward toward the top like the bulb
of an onion, and curved back in toward the center. Perched atop it was a woven
lid with a jaunty knob. Lovingly draw ng the basket close, Pukah stroked its
woven coils.

"I don't understand!" Asrial cried in growing fear, |ooking fromone
despairing djinn to the other. "All | see is a basket and a | anp! Wy are you
so upset? What does it nean?"

"It neans," came a deep, boom ng voice fromthe front of the cave, "that now /
amtheir master!”
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Chapter 3

The 'efreet's shadow fell over them followed by the hul king body of the
gigantic inmmortal. Water streamed fromthe hairy chest, the 'efreet's

pugnaci ous face was split by a wide grin, "I took your homes several weeks
ago, during the Battle at the Tel. A battle your masters lost, by the way. If
that old goat, Mjiid, is still alive, he now finds hinmself w thout a djinn!"
"Still alive? If you have nurdered ny master, | swear by Akhran that—=

"Sond! Don't! Don't be a— Pukah bit off his words with a sigh. Too |l ate.
Swelling with rage, Sond soared to ten feet in height. H's head smashed into
the cave ceiling, sending a shower of rock crashing to the floor below. Wth a
bitter snarl, the djinn hurled hinself at Kaug. The 'efreet was unprepared for
t he suddenness and fury of Sond's attack. The weight of the djinn's body
knocked t he hul king Kaug off his feet; the two hit die ground with a thud that
sent seism c waves al ong the ocean fl oor

Clutching at a rock to keep his bal ance on the heavi ng ground, Pukah turned to
of fer what confort he could to Asrial, only to find that the angel had

vani shed.

A huge foot |ashed out in Pukah's direction. Crawling up on the rock to be out
of the way of the conbatants thrashing about around him Pukah considered the
matter, discussing it with hinself, whom he considered to be the npst
intelligent of all parties currently in the room
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"\Where has your angel gone, Pukah?"

"Back to Pronenthas."

"No, she wouldn't do that."

"You are right, Pukah," said Pukah. "She is nuch too fond of you to | eave
you. "

"Do you really think so?" asked Pukah rapturously.

"I do indeed!" replied his other self, although his statement |acked a certain
ring of conviction.

Pukah al nost took hinself to task over this, then decided, due to the serious
nature of the current crisis, to overlook it.

"What this means is that Asrial is here and in considerable danger. 1 don't



know what Kaug woul d do if he discovered an angel of Pronenthas searching

t hrough hi s underwear."

Pukah gl anced at the conbatants irritably. The how i ng and gnarltng and
gnashing was making it quite difficult for himto carry on a nornal
conversation. "Ah, ha!" he said suddenly, hopefully, "but perhaps he didn't
see her!"

"He heard her voice. He answered her question."

"That's true. Well, she's gone," said Pukah in matter-of-fact tones. "Perhaps
she's just turned invisible, as she used to do when |I first caught a glinpse
of her in canp. Do you suppose she's powerful enough to hide herself fromthe
eyes of an 'efreet?"

There was no answer. Pukah tried another question. "Does her di sappearance
make things better or worse for us, ny friend?"

"I don't see," canme the gloony response, "how it matters."

Taking this view of the situation hinself, Pukah crossed his |legs, |eaned his
el bow on his knee and sat, chin in hand, to wait for the inevitable.

It was not |long in com ng.

Sond's rage had carried himfurther in his battle with the efreet than anyone
coul d have expected. Once Kaug recovered fromhis surprise at the sudden
attack, however, it was easy for the strong 'efreet to gain the upper hand,
and Sond's rage was effectively punched and pumel ed out of him

Now it was the 'efreet who carried the djinn, and soon a / battered and bl oody
Sond was hangi ng suspended by his feet fromdie cracked ceiling of the cave.
Dangl i ng head down, his arnms and | egs bound with cords of prickly green vine,
the d)uin did not give up, but fought against his bonds—struggling wildly
until he began to revolve at the end of his tether

"I wouldn't do that, Sond," advised Pukah from his seat
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on the rock. "If you do free yourself, you will only cone down on your head
and you should certainly take care of what brains you have."

"You coul d have hel ped, you bastard son of Sul!" Sond withed and tw sted.
Bl ood and saliva dripped fromhis nouth.

Pukah was shocked. "I would not think of attacking our new nmaster!" he said
r ebuki ngly.

Turning fromadmring his handi work, Kaug eyed the young djinn suspiciously.
"Such loyalty, little Pukah. I'mtouched."

Sliding down fromhis rock, the young djinn prostrated hinmself on the cave
floor before the 'efreet, his head brushing the ground.

"This is the law of the imortals who serve upon the nortal plane," recited
Pukah in a nasal tone, his nose pressed flat against the floor. "Wosoever
shal | acquire the physical object to which the imortal is bound shal
henceforth becone the master of said imortal and shall be due all allegiance

and |loyalty."

Sond shrieked sonmething vile, having to do with Pukah's nmother and a nal e
goat .

Pukah appeared pained. "I fear these interruptions annoy you, My Master. If |

may be al | owed—

"Certainly!" Kaug waved a negligent hand. The 'efreet appeared preoccupied;
his gaze darting here and there about the grotto.

Bel i eving he knew the quarry the 'efreet was hunting, Pukah thought it best to
di stract him He picked up a handful of seaweed, grabbed hold of Sond by his
turban, and stuffed the pale green plant into the djinn's yanmering nout h.
"Hi s of fensive outbursts will no longer disturb you, My Master!" Pukah threw
hi msel f on his knees before the 'efreet.

"All egiance and loyalty, eh, little Pukah?" said Kaug. Stroking his chin, he
regarded the djinn thoughtfully. Then my first command to you is to tell ne
why you are here."



"W were drawn here. Master, by the physical objects to which we are bound
according to the law that states—

"Yes, yes," said Kaug irritably, casting another searching gl ance around the
cave once nore. "So you cane here because you couldn't help yourself. You are
lying to your master, tittle Pukah, and that is quite against the rules. You
nmust be puni shed."” Lashing out with his foot, the 'efreet kicked

Pukah under the chin, snapping the djinn's head back painfully and splitting
his lip.

""The truth. You canme here in search of Nedjma. And the .third nenber of your
party. \What was her reason for coning?"

"I assure you, Master," said Pukah, wi ping blood fromhis nouth, "there were
only the two of us—=

Kaug kicked himin the face again.

"Come, cone, loyal little Pukah! Where may | find the |l ovely body belonging to
that charming voice | heard when | entered nmy dwelling this night?"

"Alas, My Master, you see before you the only bodi es belonging to the only
voi ces you heard in your dwelling place. It depends upon your taste, of
course, but | consider ny body the I|oveliest of the tw—=

Nonchal antly, Kaug drove his foot into the young djinn's kidney. Real or

i magi nary, the pain was intense. Pukah doubled up with a groan

"l heard a voice—a female voice, little Pukah!"

"I have been told | have a nost nel odious ring to ny—ughh!"

Kaug kicked the djinn in the other kidney. The force of the blow rolled Pukah
over on his back. Drawing his sword, the 'efreet straddl ed the young djinn,
hi s weapon poi sed above a nost vital and vul nerabl e area on Pukah's body.

"So, little Pukah, you claimthe fermal e voice was yours. It wdl be, ny friend,
if you do not tell me the truth and reveal the whereabouts of this
trespasser!"”

Covering hinmself with his hands, Pukah gazed up at the enraged 'efreet with
pl eadi ng eyes. "O My Master! Have nercy, | beg of you! You are distressed by
the unwarranted attack on your person by one who should, by rights, be your
slave"—a nmuffled shriek from Sond—and that has thrown a cog (ha, ha, snall
joke) in the wheel of your usually brilliant thought process! Look around,
Great Kaug! Coul d anyone or anything remain hidden fromyour all-seeing gaze,
O M ghty Servant of the Most Holy Quar?"

This question stunped the '"efreet. If he said yes, he adnmitted he wasn't
all-seeing, and if he said no, he granted that Pukah was right and that
he—Kaug—hadn't really heard die strange voice after all. The 'efreet sent his
pi ercing gaze into all parts of the cave, dissecting every shadow, using al
his senses to detect a hidden presence in the dwelling.

Kaug felt a thrill in his nerve endings, as ff soneone had
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touched his skin with a feather. There VMS another being in his cave, someone
who had the ability to enter his dwelling wthout perm ssion, soneone who was
able to hide herself fromhis sight. Afilmof white m st blocked his vision
Kaug rubbed his eyes, but that did nothing to dispel the odd sensation.

What shoul d he do? Castrate Pukah? The 'efreet pondered. O her than providing
a bit of mld anusenent, it would probably acconplish little else. Such an act
of violence mght actually frighten the creature into di sappearing cora-f
pletely. No, she nust be lulled into a sense of well-being.

I will give Pukah die henp and watch hi mweave the rope that will go around
his neck, said Kaug to hinmself. Aloud, be intoned, "You are right, little
Pukah. | must have been imagi ning things." Sheathing his sword, the 'efreet

kindly helped the djinn to his feet. Kaug wi ped slime from Pukah s shoul der
and solicitously plucked fronds of seaweed fromdie djinn's pantal ons.
"Forgive ne. | have a quick tenper. Afelling of mine, |I admt, pond s attenpt
on ny life upset ne." The '"efreet pressed his hand over his huge chest. "It



wounded ne deeply, in fact, especially after all the trouble | went to in
order to rescue both of you."

"Sond is a beast!" cried Pukah, casting Sond an indi gnant gl ance and

congratul ating hinmself on his cleverness. The young djinn's sharp ears
pricked. "Uh, what do you nean . . . rescue us? If it's not asking too nmuch of
you in your weakened condition to explain, Mst Beneficent and Long- Suffering
Master."

"No, no. I'mjust exhausted, that's all. And my head is spinning. If | could
just sit down ..."

"Certainly, Master. You do seem pale, sort of chartreuse. Lean on ne."

Kaug draped his nmassive arm over Pukah's slender shoul der. G oaning, the young
dj i nn staggered beneath the weight.

"Where to, Master?" he gasped

"My favorite chair," said Kaug with a weak gesture. "Over there, near ny
cooki ng pot."

"Yes, Master," Pukah said with nore spirit than breath left in his body. By
the tine the two reached di e huge sponge that the 'efreet indicated, the young
djinn was practically wal king on his knees. Kaug sank into his chair.

Pukah, suppressing a groan, slunped down on the floor at his feet. Sond had

| apsed into silence, whether in order to

near better or because he was unconscious the young djinn didn't know and, at
this point, didn't care

"You were not present at the battle that took place around die Tel, were you,
little Pukah?" said Kaug, settling his massive body in his chair. Leaning
back, he regarded die young djinn with a mld-eyed gaze.

"You mean the battle between Sheykhs Majiid and Jaafar and Zei d?" questioned
Pukah uneasily.

"No," said Kaug, shaking his head. "There was no battle between die tribes of
the desert.”

"There wasn' t?" Pukah appeared nuch amazed, then recovered hinself. "Ah, of
course, there wasn't! Why should there be? After all, we are all brothers in
the spirit of Akhran—=

"I nmean the battle between die tribes of the desert and the armes of the Amr
of Kich," continued Kaug cool ly. Pausing a nonent, the 'efreet added, "Your
mouth is working, little Pukah, but | hear nothing comng out of it. I didn't
accidentally hit something vital, did I?"

Shaki ng his head, Pukah found his voice, somewhere down around his ankles. "M
.o my master and die . . . the armes of —=

"Fornmer master," anended Kaug.

"Certainly. Fornmer mmaster," Pukah stanmered. "Forgive me, noble Kaug."
Prostrating hinself, he hid his burning face against the floor.

The "efreet sniled and settled hinself nore confortably in his spongy soft
chair. "The outcone of the battle was never in question. R ding their magica
steeds, the troops of the Amir easily defeated your puny desert fighters."
"Were . . . were all... killed?" Pukah could barely force hinself to say the
wor d.

"Killed? No. The objective of the Imamwas to bring as many living souls to
Quar as possible. The orders of the Anmir, therefore, were to capture, not
kill. The young wonen and children we brought to Kich to | earn the ways of the
One, True God. The old people we left in the desert, for they can be of no use
to us in building the new world Quar is destined to rule. Your master and his
spahis we left there, also. Soon, bereft of their famlies, broken in spirit,
weak in body, they will come to us and bow before Quar."

A strangl ed sound from Sond was expressive of defiance.

Kaug gazed at the elder djinn sadly. "Ah, he will never |leamgratitude, that
one. You are intelligent, Pukah. The
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wi nds of heaven have switched direction. They blow, not fromthe desert, but
fromthe city. The time of Akhran is dwindling. Long did Majiid call for his



djinn to come to his aid, but there was no answer."

d ancing through his fingers at Send, Pukah saw that the ol der djinn had
ceased struggling. Tears flowed from Sond's eyes, dripping into the puddl es of
sea water on the floor beneath him Pukah turned his head fromthe distressing
si ght.

"The Sheykh's faith in his Cod is beginning to weaken. H's djinn will not cone
at his command. His wife and children were taken captive. His el dest son—the
light of his eyes—+s mssing and all assume himto be dead—

Pukah lifted a strained face. "Khardan? Dead?"

"I'sn't he?" Kaug's eyes stabbed at hinP

"Don't you know?" Pukah parried the thrust.

They stared at one another, nental swords clashing, then Kaug—felling
back—shrugged. "The body was not discovered, but that means tittle. It is
probably in the belly of a hyena—a fitting end to a wild dog."

Lowering his head agai n, Pukah endeavored to gather up tyis wi dely scattered

wits. "It must be true! Khardan nust be dead! O herw se, he would have called
on ne to cone to Iris aid!"

"What are you rmunbling about, little Pukah?" Kaug nudged the djinn with his

f oot .

"I was ... er ... remarking to nyself that | amnpost fortunate to be your

sl ave—=

"I ndeed you are, little Pukah. The Amir's nen were going to burn your basket

and sell that lanmp but |—+ecognizing themas the dwellings of fellow

i mortal s—was quick to rescue you both. Only to be set upon in ny own hone—**
The 'efreet gl owered at Sond.

"Forgive him Master. He thinks with his pectorals."” Were is Asrial ? Pukah
wondered. Much |i ke Kaug, he was darting glances here and there in an effort
to |l ocate her. Has she heard? A sudden thought occurred to him If she has,
she nust be frantic with worry.

"I 4+ don't suppose, Kind Kaug, that you could reveal to me the fete of ny
mast —forner master' s—wi ves?" Pukah asked warily.

"Why do you want to know, little Pukah?" Kaug yawned.
"Because | pity those who nust try to console them for
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the I oss of such a husband," Pukah said, sitting back on his heels and
regarding the 'efreet with a face as bland as a pan of goat's mlk. "The Calif
was deeply in love with his wives and they with him Their sorrow at his | oss
nmust be terrible to wtness."

"Now, as a matter of feet, it is a great coincidence, but Khardan's two w ves
have di sappeared as well," Kaug said. Leaning back in his chair, the 'efreet
regarded Pukah through narrowed eyelids.

It may have been his overw ought inmagination, but Pukah thought he heard a
snothered cry at this. The 'afreet's eyes opened suddenly. "Wat was that?"
Kaug gl anced about the cave.

"Sond! Mpan nore quietly! You disturb the Master!" Pukah ordered, leaping to
his feet. "Allow nme to deal with him O Mghty 'Efreet. You rest."

Kaug obediently | eaned back and shut his eyes. He could sense Pukah hovering
over him staring at himintently. Then he heard the djinn padding away on his
bare feet, hastening toward Sond. The 'efreet heard sonething el se,

t oo—anot her grieving noan. Opening his eyes a slit, he saw a npbst interesting
sight. Pukah had tucked his hands beneath his arnpits and was flapping his

el bows frantically.

Sond stared at him bew | dered, then suddenly took the hint—for that's what it
obvi ousl y was—and began to groan | oudly.

"What do you mean by that di smal how i ng?" Pukah shouted. "My Master is in
enough pain as it is. Shut up this instant!” Wirling about to face the
"efreet, Pukah grabbed hold of a largish rock. "Allow me to knock him

sensel ess, My Master!"

"No, that will not be necessary,
will deal with himnyself."

Kaug nuttered, shifting Jn his chair. "I



Pukah flapping his arms. Pukah with wings? The trail had taken an unusual turn
and the '"efreet, in trying to follow the path, had the distinct inpression
he'd beconme | ost en route. He knew he was getting somewhere, but he needed
time to find his way.

"Sond, | confine you to your chirakV The 'efreet snapped his fingers and the
djinn's body slowy began to dissolve, changing to snoke. The snoke wavered in
the air; two eyes could be seen, fixed in malevolent fury on Kaug. A sinple
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gesture fromthe 'efreet caused the |lanp to suck the snoke out of the air, and
Sond was gone.

"And what is your will concerning nme, My Master?" Pukah asked hunbly, bow ng

| ow, his hands pressed agai nst his forehead.

"Return to your dwelling. Remain there until | call for you," Kaug said
absently, preoccupied with his thoughts. "I amgoing to pay ny homage to
Quar."

"A safe and pl easant journey, Master," said Pukah. Bowi ng his way across the
floor, the djinn retired precipitously to his basket.

"Ugggh, " grunted Kaug, heaving his bulk up out of the chair.

Ugggh, " Pukah mi nicked, his ears attuned to ascertain the 'efreet's departure.
"One of his nore intelligent noises. The great oafl Pukah, ny friend, you' ve
fool ed himconpletely. He has neglected to confine you to your dwelling, and
while he is gone, you nmay leave it to search for your |ost angel."
Materializing inside his basket, Pukah found it in a state of genera

di sarray—the furniture overturned, crockery smashed, food scattered about.
Havi ng previously shared his dwelling with a snake, who had not been very neat
in his personal habits, the djinn was accustoned to a certain anount of

sl ovenliness. Ignoring the ness, Pukah set the bed to rights, then lay down on
it and waited, listening intently, to make certain the 'efreet had really gone
and that this wasn't sone sort of lanebrained trick to trap him

Heari ng not hi ng, Pukah was just about to | eave his basket and go search the
cave when he was nearly suffocated by a flurry of feathers. Silver hair
obscured his vision and a warm soft body hurled itself into his arns.

"Ch, Pukah!" Asrial cried, clutching at himfrantically. "My poor Mthew I
have to find him You must help ne escape!"”

Chapter 4

"This would seemto indicate that their Calif, this Khardan, is not dead,"
Quar nused.

Kaug found the God taking a stroll in H's pleasure garden, Quar's m nd
occupied with the march of the Amir's army south. This jihad was a weighty
matter, so much to do; making certain the weather was perfect, preventing rain
so that the baggage trains did not founder in the mud; forcing D sease's
deadly, hand away from H s troops; keeping the nagic of Sul flowing into the
horses, and a hundred other worries. Quar had frowned at Kaug's interruption
but, since the 'efreet insisted it was inportant, magnani mously agreed to
listen.

"That is what | think as well, O Holy One," said the "efreet, bowing to

i ndi cate he was sensi ble of the honor of sharing like beliefs with his God.
"The djinn, Pukah, has the brains of a nongrel, but even a dog knows when its
master is dead and the news came as a conplete surprise to Khardan's | ackey."
"And this you tell me about the wives. It is certainly nysterious," Quar said
of i handedl y, sinking his white, perfectly shaped teeth into the gol den skin of
a kunguat. "What do you make of it?" A speck of juice dripped onto the costly
silk robes. Irritably, the God dabbed at it with a |linen napkin.

"Pukah brought up the matter, Magnificent One. Wen | asked hi m why he was
interested, he lied, telling ne that Khardan cared deeply for his wves. W
know fromt he
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worman, Meryem that the Calif hated his head wife and that his second w fe was
a madman. "



"Mammm " Quar appeared entirely absorbed with removing the stain fromhis

cl ot hi ng.
"It was when | nentioned that the wives had di sappeared that | heard the
strange sound—as of soneone stricken with grief. Holy One. | am convinced that

there is soneone else present in ny dwelling." Kaug scow ed, his brow furrowed
in thought. "Someone with wings . . ."

Quar had been just about to take another bite of the fruit. H s hand stopped
m dway to his mouth. "Wngs?" he repeated softly.

"Yes, Holy One." Kaug described Pukah's peculiar behavior and Sond's reaction
"Pronent has!" murnured Quar softly. "Angels in conpany with djinn of Akhran!
So the Gods are fighting me on the imortal plane as well!"

"What is it you say. Holy One?" Kaug drew nearer

"I said this strange winged intruder has probably taken advantage of your

| eaving and fled," Quar said coldly.

"I nmpossible, My Lord. | sealed ny dwelling before | departed. | thought 1
should lose no tine in bringing you this information," the 'efreet added
deprecatingly.

"I do not see why you are so concerned with this Khardanl" said Quar, plucking
anot her kunmguat. "All my peopl e have beconme obsessed with him The | mam wants
his soul. The Amir wants his head. Meryemwants his body. This Calif is human,
not hi ng nore—the blind foll ower of a dying God."

"He could be a threat—=

"Only if you make hi mone!" Quar rebuked sternly.

Kaug bowed. "And what are your instructions concerning the djinn, My Lord?"
Quar waved a delicate hand. "Do what you want. Keep them as your slaves. Send
them where we send the others. It matters Utle to ne.”

"And the nysterious third party—=

"You have nore inportant things to occupy your time, Kaug, such as the
upcom ng battles in the south. However, | give you |l eave to solve your little
nmystery, if you like."

"And woul d ny Lord be interested in the outcone?"

"Per haps sonme day, when 1 am bored with other foolishness, you nay share it
with ne," Quar said, indicating with a cool nod that the 'efreet's presence
was no | onger wanted.
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The '"efreet, bow ng again, evaporated into the bl ossom scented air.

As soon as Kaug was gone, Quar disgarded the senbl ence of negligence that he
wore in the presence of the powerful 'efreet. Hastening back into his

sunmpt uous dwel ling, he entered a Tenpl e, whose exact duplicate could be found
inthe world below, in the city of Kich. The God lifted a mallet and struck a
smal |l gong three tines.

A wasted face appeared in Quar's mnd, its eyes burning with holy ecstasy.
"You have sumoned ne, Hazrat Quar?"

"I mam anong the people of the desert we captured nust be sone who are rel ated
to this Khardan, their Calif."

"I believe there are, Holy One. H s nother and a half-brother ... or so | am
told."

"I want information regarding this man, this Calif. Attain it any way
possible. It would be ideal, of course, if you could convert one or both to
the true faith.'

"I hope to convert all the desert nomads, Holy One.™

"Excellent, Imam"

Fei sal's face di sappeared from Quar's sight.

Settling back on a silk brocade sofa, Quar noted that he still held die
kunguat in his hand. Regarding it with conplacence, he slowy closed his fist
upon it and began to squeeze. The skin ruptured, the juice flowed over his
fingers. Wen the fruit was reduced to an unrecogni zable pul p, the God tossed
it casually away.
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Chapter 5

"W nust escape! W nust get out of Here, Pukah!" Asrial cried distractedly.
"That terrible nonster is right. Mathew has di sappeared! | searched for his
being in nmy mind and could not see hinml A darkness shrouds him hiding him
fromny sight. Sone dreadful thing has happened to him"

"There, there,” murnured Pukah, too dazzled and confused to know what he was
sayi ng. The beautiful creature appearing out of nowhere, her soft hands
clinging to him her fragrance, her warnth. The djinn had just presence of

m nd enough to take hold of the soft hand and draw the angel down with him
upon the bed.

"Let's relax and think about this calmy." Pukah brought his |ips near the
snoot h cheek. How did one manage about the wi ngs? They were bound to be in the

way. . . .
"Ch, Pukah!" Asrial sobbed miserably, |owering her head. Pukah found hinself
ki ssing a mass of wet, silver hair. "It's all my fault! | should never have
left him"

Putting one arm around her waist (sliding it under th™ w ngs), Pukah held

Asrial nearer. "You had no choice, ny enchanter!" he whi spered, brushing aside

the hair. "The fish told you to come."” His |lips brushed her fevered skin.

"What if it was a trick!" Asrial sprang to her feet with such energy that her

wi ngs swept Pukah off the bed. "It could have been a ploy of Astafas's, an

attenpt for that Lord of Darkness to steal Mathew s soul! Ch, why didn't |

think of this before! And your master, Khardan. He nust be with
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Mat hew. He is undoubtedly in danger, too. Let's |eave, Pukah, quickly!"

"We can't," said the djinn, picking himself up off the bottom of the basket.

"Why not?" Asrial stared at him startled.

"Because" —Pukah, sighing, sat down upon di e bed—Kaug seal ed the cave before

he left."

"How do you know?"

Pukah shrugged. "See for yourself. Try going back out into the ocean again."

Asrial closed her eyes, her |ips nmoved, her w ngs waved gently. Her eyes flew

open, she | ooked about eagerly and her face crunpled in disappointnment "I'm

still here!"

"Told you," said Pukah, |ounging back on the bed. Reaching out, he patted a

pl ace beside him "Cone, bel oved. Rest yourself. Wio knows how | ong Kaug wi ||

be gone? W're trapped here together. We might as well make the best of it."

"I + think I would prefer a chair," said Asrial. Her face flushing rosy red,

she gl anced about the djinn's dwelling in search of an article of furniture

that was not smashed, missing a leg, or nost of the stuffing.

"Not a whole piece of furniture in the place except the bed, I"'mafraid," said

Pukah cheerfully. He owed Kaug one. Two in feet. "Come, Asrial. Let me confort

you, distract your sorrowful thoughts, take your mnd fromyour trouble."

"And how wi Il you do that, Pukah?" Asrial asked coolly, the flush subsiding

fromher cheeks. "If | amnot m staken, you are attenpting to seduce nme, to
make | ove to ne. That's conpletely ridicul ous! W do not have bodies. W

can't feel physical pleasure!”

"Tell me | didn't feel this!" Pukah said grimy, pointing to his swllen lip.

"Tell Sond he didn't feel that drubbing he took!" Cinbing out of bed, the

dj i nn approached the angel, hands outstretched. "Tell me |I'mnot feeling what

| feel nowny heart racing, ny blood burning—=

"Sond didn't!" Asrial fettered, taking a step backward. "You don't! You' ve

just tricked yoursel f—=

"Tell me you don't feel this!" Crabbing the angel around the waist, Pukah

pressed her body close to his and ki ssed her

"I ... 1 didn't . . . feel a thing!" gasped Asrial angrily when she could

breathe. Struggling, she tried to push Pukah away. "I—=
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"Hush!" The djinn put his hand over her nouth.

Furious, Asrial clenched her fists and started to beat on the djinn's chest.



Then she, too, heard the sound. Her eyes widening in fear, she went linp in
Pukah's arns.

"Kaug's back!" whispered the djinn. "I've got to go!"
Pukah vani shed so suddenly that Asrial, bereft of his support, nearly fell.
Weakly, she sank down on the bed and crouched there, shivering, listening to

what was happeni ng outsi de di e basket.

Sl ow y, unconsciously, her tongue noved across her lips, as though she could
still taste a lingering sweetness.

"Master!" cried Pukah in a transport of joy. "You' ve returned!" He flung

hi msel f on the cave fl oor

"Humpf," grow ed Kaug, glowering at the groveling djinn. "He doesn't pull the
wool over mny eyes!"

"I ndeed, such a thing would take a great many sheep, Master," said Pukah
cautiously rising to his feet and padding after the 'efreet, who was stonping
about the cave angrily.

"He fears Khardan!"

"Does he, Master?"

"Not because your former master is mighty or powerful, but because Quar can't
rule himand, seemingly, he can't kill him"

"So ny nmaster—former naster—s not dead?"

"I's that a great surprise to you, little Pukah? No, | thought not. Nor to your
wi nged friend, either, eh?"

"Unl ess Sond has sprouted feathers, | have no idea to whommy Master is
referring." Pukah prostrated hinmself upon the floor, extending his arns out in
front of him "I assure nmy Master of my absolute loyalty. | would do anything
for my Master, even go in search of the Calif, if my Master commands it."
"Wul d you, Pukah?" Kaug, turning, eyed the djinn intently.

"Not hi ng woul d give ne greater pleasure, My Master."

"I believe that for once you are telling the truth, little Pukah." The 'efreet
grinned. "Yes, | think I will take you up on your offer, slave of the basket.
You understand who it is you serve now, don't you, Pukah? By the |laws of the
djinn, I amyour master, you are ny servant. If | ordered you to bring Khardan

sliced neatly into four equal parts, you would do so, would you not, slave?"
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"OfF course, My Master," said Pukah glibly.

"Ah, already | can see your mnd turning, planning to find sone way out of
this. Let it turn all it wants, little Pukah. It is |like a donkey tied to the

wat erwheel . Round and round he goes, never getting anywhere. | have your
basket. | am your master. Do not forget that or the penalty if you di sobey
ne."

"Yes, My Master," said Pukah in a subdued voi ce.

"And now, to prove your loyalty, little Pukah, I amgoing to send you on an
errand before you go and search for the m ssing Khardan. | comrand you to take
the chirak of Sond to a certain location. You will leave it there and you wl|

return to ne for nmy orders concerning the Calif."

"Where is this 'certain location," My Master?"

"Not backing out already, little Pukah, are you?"

"Certainly not, My Master! It is just that | need to know where | amgoing in
order to get there, you dundering squidhead." This |ast being nmuttered under
Pukah' s breat h.

"Despite his harsh treatnment of me, | amgoing to grant Sond his heart's wi sh.
| amgoing to reunite himwi th his bel oved Nedjnma. You wanted to know where
the Lost Inmmortals were, little Pukah?"

"I assure ny Master that | have not the slightest interest—

"Take the lanp of Sond and fly with it to the city of Serinda and you will

di scover what has becone of the Vani shed Ones."

"Serinda?" Pukah's eyes opened wi de; he raised his head fromthe floor. "That
city no longer exists. My Master. It vani shed beneath the desert sands
hundreds of years ago, so long past that | cannot even renmenber it."



Kaug shrugged. "Then | am asking you to deliver Sond's chirak to a dead city,
little Pukah. Do you question my comrands al ready?" The 'efreet's brow creased
in a frown.

"No, Master!" Pukah flattened hinmself conpletely. "The wi ngs of which you

speak are on ny feet. I will return to ny 1 dwelling—=
"No need to rush, little Pukah. I want you to take sone tine to | ook around
this interesting city. For—f you fail me, djinn—your basket will find itself

sitting in Serinda' s marketplace."

"Yes, My Master. Now 111 just be getting back to nmy dwelling—=

"Not so fast. You nust wear this." A black, three-sided rock attacked to a

| eat her thong appeared in the "efreet's hand. "Sit up." Pukah did as he was
ordered and Kaug cast
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the thong around the djinn's neck. The rock—wahich cane to a point at the top
like a small pyram d—thunped agai nst Pukah's bare chest. Pukah regarded it
dubi ousl y.

"It is kind of you to give me this gift, Master. What is this interesting

| ooking stone, if | mght ask?"

"Bl ack tourmaline."”

"Ah, black tourmaline," said Pukah wi sely. "Whatever this is,"'
" \What did you say?"

he nuttered.

"I will keep it always, Master, to remnd ne of you. It's ugly enough."

"You must learn to speak up, little Pukah."

"I was saying that if you don't need me, | will return to ny dwelling and put
this marvel ous obj ect sonmewhere safe—

"No, no! You will wear it at all tinmes, little Pukah. Such is nmy wi sh. Now, be
gone! "

"Yes, Master." Rising to his feet, Pukah headed for his basket.

"What are you doi ng?" Kaug grow ed.

Pukah stopped, gl ancing over his shoulder. "I amreturning to ny dwelling, O
M ghty Master."

"Why? | told you to take Sond's [ anp and | eave."

"And so | will, Master," said Pukah firmy, "after | have nade nyself
present abl e. These"—-he indicated his pantafons—"are stained with bl ood and
slime. You would not want me appearing before your friends in such a state,
Master. Think how it would reflect upon you!"

"I have no friends where you are going, little Pukah," Kaug said with a grim
smle. "And believe nme, in Serinda, no one will remark on a few spots of
bl ood. "

"Sounds like a cheerful place," Pukah reflected gloomly. "Then | am not going
to ny dwelling. | amjust going over to pick up Sond's |anp, Master," the
djinn said loudly, " 'sidling nearer and nearer his basket. "The floor of this
cave is extrenmely wet. | hope | don't slip and tall —Coops!"

The djinn sprawl ed headl ong on the floor, knocking over the basket. As it hit
the ground, the lid flew off and Pukah made a desperate attenpt to slip

i nsi de, but Kaug was there ahead of him Crabbing the lid, the 'efreet slamed
it on top of the basket and held it there firmy with his huge hand.

"I hope you have not hurt yourself, little Pukah?" the 'efreet said
solicitously.
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"No, thank you, Master." Pukah gulped. "It is anmazing how fast one of your
bul k can nove, isn't it, Master?" "lIsn't it, little Pukah? Now, you will be

going!" "Yes, Master." Sighing, Pukah | eaned down and picked up Sond's | anp.
Slowy and reluctantly, the young djinn began to dwindle away into the air
until all that remained of himwas his eyes, staring disconsolately at the
basket. "Master!" cried his disenbodied voice. "If you would only grant

n’e_

"Be gone!" roared Kaug. The eyes rolled upward and di sappeared. Instantly the
"efreet snatched off the lid of the basket and thrust his huge hand inside.
Book Two



THE BOOK OF ZHAKRI N 1

Chapter 1

H e procession wound its way slowy across the plains toward the city of
Idrith. It was a magnificent sight, and—as word of its approach spread through
t he souks—many ldrithians clanbered up the narrow stairs and lined the city
walls to see, exclaim and specul ate.

At the head of the procession marched two mamal ukes. G gantic nen, both seven
feet tall, the slaves wore red-and-orange feathered headdresses that added an
additional three feet to their height. Short black |eather skirts banded by
gold encircled their narrow waists. Cold flashed fromthe collars they wore
round their necks, jewels glittered on the headdresses. Their chests and | egs
were bare, their skin oiled so that it glistened in the noonday sun. In their
hands, each mamal uke carried a banner with a strange device, the like of which
had never before been seen in Idrith. On a background red as blood, there
glistened a black snake with eyes of orange fl ane.

Now snake banners were conmon enough—every city had at | east one m nor or
maj or potentate who thought hinmself wly enough to deserve such a synbol. But
this particular insignia had sonethi ng unusual —and sini ster—about it.

The snake's body was severed in three places and still, fromthe portrayal of
the forked tongue flicking fromthe silken mouth, it seemed that the snake
l'ived.

Behi nd the manal ukes nmarched six nuscul ar slaves clad in black |eather skirts
bound with gold but w thout the addi-
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tional finery of the standard-bearers. These sl aves bore between them a

pal anqui n whose white curtains remained tightly closed, pernmitting no one to
catch a glinpse of the person who rode inside. A troop of goons nounted on
mat chi ng bl ack horses closely foll owed the pal anquin. The sol diers' uniforms
were a somber black, with black short coats and matchi ng bl ack, flow ng pants
that were tucked into knee-high red | eather boots. Each man wore upon his head
a conical red hat adorned with a black tassel. Long, curved-bl aded swords
bounced against their left |egs as they rode.

But it was that which cane behind these gouns in the sol emn processional that
caught the attention of the crowd on the walls of Idrith. Nunerous slaves bore
between themthree litters, each covered by white fabric. Several gouns rode
at the side of the litters. The heads of these soldiers were bowed, their

bl ack unifornms were torn, they wore no hats.

Following the litters was anot her squadron of gouns,, escorting three
baggage-| aden canel s decked out in splendid finery—erange-and-red feathered
headdresses, long tassels of black fringe that bounced about their spindly

| egs.

From t he sl ow novenent and sorrowful men of those marching across the plains,
it was soon obvious to the people of Idrith that this was a funeral cortege
they were observing fromthe walls. Wrd spread and nore peopl e pushed their
way through the crowds to see. Nothing attracts attention like a funeral, if
only to reassure the onl ooker that he hinself is still alive.

About a mle fromthe city gates, the entire procession canme to a halt. The
st andar d- bearers di pped their banners—a sign that the party approached in
peace. The slaves settled die pal anquin on the ground. The goums di snount ed,
the canels sank to their knees, the rattan-covered titters were |owered with
great cerenony and respect to the ground.

Looki ng and feeling extrenely inmportant, aware of hundreds of envious eyes
upon him the Captain of the Sultan's Guard |l ed a squadron of his nen out to
nmeet and inspect the strangers before permitting themto enter the city.
Barki ng a sharp command for his nen to keep in |line and maintain discipline,
the Captain cast a glance toward the Sultan's pal ace that stood on a hil
above Idirth. The Sultan could not be seen, but the Captain knew he was

wat chi ng. Bright patches of color crowding the bal coni es gave indication that
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the Sultan's w ves and concubi nes were flocking to see the procession

H s spine mght have been changed to iron, so stiff and straight was the back
of the Captain as he wal ked his horse slowly and with great dignity past the
st andar d- bear ers, advanci ng upon the pal anquin. A man had enmerged fromits
white curtains and was waiting with every mark of respect to neet the Captain.
Besi de the nan stood the | eader of the gouns, also on foot and al so
respectful. A slave held his horse sone distance behind him

Di snounting hinself, the Captain handed the reins of his horse to one of his
men and wal ked forward to neet the head of the strange procession

The man of the pal anquin was cl ot hed al nost conpletely in black. Black |eather
boots, black flowing trousers, a |ong-sleeved, black flowing shirt, a black
turban adorning his head. A red sash and a red jewel in the center of the
turban did nothing to relieve the funereal aspect of the nan's costune.

Bat her, perhaps because of the peculiar shade of red that was the col or of
fresh bl ood, they enhanced it.

The skin of the man's face and hands was white as al abaster, probably why he

t ook such precautions to keep hinmself out of the burning sun; Idrith being

| ocated just to the north of the Pagrah desert. By contrast, his brows were
jet black, feathering out froma point above a slender, hawki sh nose. The lips
were thin and bl oodl ess. Tri mred noustaches shadowed the upper lip, extending
down the lines of the unsmiling mouth to join a narrow bl ack beard that
outlined a firm jutting jawine.

The man in black bowed. Placing a white-skinned, slender hand over his heart,
he performed the salaamwi th grace. The Captain returned the bow, far nore
clumsily—he was a big, awkward nman. Raising his head, he net the gaze of the
man in black and flinched involuntarily, as if the penetrating glance of the
two dark, cold eyes had been living steel

Instantly on his guard, the Captain cleared his throat and | aunched into the
formalities. "I see by the |lowering of your standards that you cone in peace,
Effendi. Welcone to the city of Idrith. The Sultan begs to know your names and
your business that we may do you honor and |l ose no time in accomodating you."
The expression on the face of the man in bl ack renmai ned grave as he replied
with equal solemity and politeness. "M
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nane is Auda ibn Jad. Fornmerly a trader in slaves, | amnow traveling eastward
to ny horeland of Sindari. | wish only to stop over in your city for a day and
a night to replenish .nmy supplies and give ny nen sone rest. Qur journey has
been a long and a sad one, and we have still many hundreds of niles to go
before its end. | amcertain that you must have surnised, Captain,” the man in
bl ack said with a sigh, "that we are a funeral cortege."

Uncertain how to respond, the Captain cleared his throat noncommittal ly and
glanced with | owering brows at the nunmber of arned nmen he was being asked to
let into his city. Auda ibn Jad appeared to understand, for he added, with a
sad smile, "My gounms would be nost willing to surrender their swords to you,
Captain, and I will answer for their good conduct." Taking hold of the
Captain's armwith his slender hand, Auda |ed the soldier to one side and
spoke in a low voice. "You will, however, be patient with my men, sUU. They
have the gold of Kich in their purses, gold that mel ancholy circunstances
prevented them from spendi ng. They are excellent fighters and disciplined nmen.
But they have suffered a great shock and seek to drown their sorrows in wne
or find solace in the other pleasures for which this city is well-known.
nysel f have some business to do"—+bn Jad's eyes flicked a glance at severa

i ron-bound wooden chests strapped to the canel s—=with the jewel nerchants of
Idrith."

Feeling the cold sensation spread fromthe nan's eyes to die fingers that
rested on his arm the Captain of the Sultan's Guard drew back fromthat icy
touch. Every instinct that had nmade hima good soldier for forty years warned
himto forbid this man with eyes like knives to enter his city. Yet he could
see the heavy purses hanging fromeach gown's sash. The merchants of Ildrith



standi ng upon the city walls could not detect the nmoney pouches fromthat

di stance, but they could see the heavy chests on the canels' backs, the gold
that glittered around the necks of this man's sl aves.

On his way out of the city gates, the Captain had seen the followers of

Khar mani, God of Walth, reaching for their tally-sticks, and he knew very
wel |l that the proprietors of the eating houses, the tea shops, and the arwats
were rubbing their hands in anticipation. A howl of outrage would split the
Sultan's eardruns if this woolly sheep all ready for the shearing were driven
fromthe city gates—all because the Captain did not Iike the look in the
sheep' s eyes.
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The Captain still had one nore bone to toss in the game, however. "Al those
desirous of entering the city of Idrith nmust surrender to ne not only their

weapons but all their magic itens and djinn as well, Effendi. These will be

given as sacrifice to Quar," said the Captain, hoping that this edict—one
that had come fromthe God and one that therefore not even the Sultan could
lift—aoul d di scourage these visitors. H s hope was a vain one, however.

Auda i bn Jad nodded gravely. "Yes, Captain, such a comandnment was inposed on
us in Kich. It was there that we left all our magi cal paraphernalia and our
djinn. W were honored to do this in the name of so great a God as Quar and-as
you see—he has in turn favored us with his blessing in our journeying."

"You will not be offended if | search you, Effendi?" asked the. Captain.

"We have nothing to hide, sidi," said ibn Jad hunbly, w th another graceful
bow.

O course they don't, the Captain thought dowerly. They knew about this and
were prepared. Neverthel ess, he had to go through the notions. Turning, he
ordered his men to commence the search, as Auda i bn Jad ordered the | eader of
the gouns to unload the canels.

"What is in there?" The Captain pointed to the litters.

"The bodies, sidi," replied ibn Jad in low, reverent tones. "I did nmention
that this was a funeral cortege, didn't |7?"

The Captain started. Yes, the man had said that they were a funeral

processi on, but the Captain had assumed it was an honorary one, perhaps
escorting the icon of some deceased I mam back to his birthplace. It never
occurred to the soldier that this Auda ibn Jad was carting corpses around with
him The Captain glanced at the litters and frowned outwardly, though inwardly
sighing with relief.

"Bodies! | amsorry, Effendi, but | cannot allow those inside the city walls.
The risk of di sease—=
"—s nonexistent, | assure you. Cone, Captain, |look for yourself."

The Captain had no choice but to follow the man in black to where the litters
rested on the sandy soil of the plains. Not a squeam sh man—the Captain had
seen his share of corpses in his |lifetime—he neverthel ess approached the
litters with extrene reluctance. A body hacked and mangled on the field

VEI S AND HI CKMAN

THE PALADIN OF THE NI GHT

43

of battle was one thing. A body that has been traveling in the heat of early
sumer was quite another. Conming near the first titter, the Captain hardened
hi nsel f for what was to cone. It was odd, though, that there were no flies
buzzing about. Sniffing, the Captain detected no whiff of corruption, and he
gl anced at the man in black in puzzl enent.

Readi ng the Captain's thoughts, Auda ibn Jad sniled dep-recatingly, as if
denying credit for everything. He neared the litter, and his smile vani shed,
repl aced by the nost sorrowful solemity. Wth a gesture, he invited the
Captain to | ook

Even as close as this, there was no hint of the nauseating odor of decay, nor
could the Captain detect any perfune that night have covered it. His
repugnance lost in curiosity, the Captain bent down and peered inside the



first litter.

H s eyes opened w de.

Lying in the nost peaceful attitude of repose, his hands fol ded over the
jeweled hilt of a splendid sword, was a young man of perhaps twenty-five years
of age. He was handsome, with black hair and a neatly trimed bl ack beard. A
hel m carved to resenble the severed snake device lay at his feet, along with a
br oken sword that bel onged—presunabl y—to the eneny who had vanqui shed hi m
Dressed in shining black arnor, whose breastplate was decorated with the sane
design that appeared on the banners of Auda ibn Jad, the young nan seemed by
outward appearance to have just fallen asleep. So smooth and unbl emi shed was
the flesh, so shining black and lustrous was the hair, the Captain could not
forbear stretching forth his hand and touching the white forehead.

The flesh was cold. Hie pulse in the neck was stilled, the chest did not nove
with the breath of life.

St eppi ng back, the Captain stared at the man in black in astoni shrment.
"How | ong has this man been dead?"

"About a month," ibn Jad replied in grave tones.

"That +hat' s inmpossible!"

"Not for the priests of our God, sidi. They have | earned the secret of
replacing the fluids of the body with fluids that can delay or conpletely
arrest the natural process of decay. It is quite a fascinating procedure. The
brai ns are taken out by drawi ng themthrough the nose—=

"Enough! " The Captain, paling, raised his hand. "Who is this God of yours?"
"Forgive ne," said Auda ibn Jad gently, "but | have taken a sacred vow never
to speak H's nane hi the presence of unbelievers."

"He is not an eneny of Quar's?"

"Surely the m ghty and powerful Quar can have no enem es?" |lbn Jad raised a

bl ack eyebr ow.

This statement left the Captain somewhat at a loss. |If he pursued the matter
of this man's CGod, it would appear that the m ghty and powerful Quar did

i ndeed have sonmething to fear. Yet the soldier felt unconfortable in not
pursuing it.

"Since your priests have conquered the effects of death, Effendi," said the
Captain, hoping to gather nore information, "why have they never sought to
def eat Death hinsel f?"

"They are working on it, sidi" said ibn Jad coolly.

Nonpl ussed, the Captain gave up and gl anced back down at the corpse of the man
lying in state in the litter. "Who is he and why do you carry himw th you?"
"He is Calif of my people,” answered ibn Jad, "and | have die sad task of
bearing his body home to his grieving father. The young nman was killed in the
desert, fighting the nonads of Pagrah al ongside the Anir of Rich—a truly great
man. Do you know him Captain?"

"Yes," said the Captain shortly. "Tell ne, Effendi, why is a Prince of Sindari
fighting in foreign | ands so far from his hone?"

"You do not trust me, do you, Captain?" said Auda ibn Jad suddenly, frowning,
a look in the cold eyes that made the sol dier—a veteran of many

battl es—shudder. The Captai n was about to respond when ibn Jad shook his head,
putting his hands to his tenples as if they ached. "Please forgive ne," he

murmured. "1 know you have your duty to uphold. | am short-tenpered. This
journey of mne has not been pleasant, yet | do not |ook forward to its
endi ng." Sighing, he crossed his arns over his chest. "I dread bringing this

news to ny long. The young man"—waith a nod toward the corpse—is his only son
the child of his old age at that. And now'—bn Jad bowed gracefull y—to answer
your nost reasonable question, Captain. The Calif was visiting the court of

t he Enperor in Khandar. Hearing of the fane of the Anmir, the Calif rode to
Kich to study the art of warfare at the feet of a master. It was by the vilest
treachery that the savage nonads killed him"
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I bn Jad's story seened pl ausible. The Captain had heard runmors of the Amr's
attack on the nomads of the Pagrah desert. It was well-known that the Enperor
of Tara-Jcan—a man who thirsted after know edge as another thirsts for strong
dri nk—encouraged visitors from strange | ands who worshi ped strange Cods. Yes,
it was all nice and neat, so very nice and neat. .

."What do you carry in those other twe litters, Effendi?"

"Ah, here you will see a sight that will nmove you profoundly, suit. Cone."

Wal king over to the two litters that rested behind the first, the Captain
saw—out of the corner of his eye—that his troops had al nbost conpleted their
search of the caravan's goods. He woul d have to make a deci sion soon. Admt
theminto the city or keep themout. Every instinct, every tw tching nerve
fiber in his body warned hi mkeep themout. Yet he needed a reason

G ancing inside the litter, expecting to see another sol di er—perhaps a
bodyguard who had sacrificed his life for his master—the Captain caught his
breath. "Wnen!" he stated, |ooking fromone litter to the other

"Worren! " murnured Auda ibn Jad in reproof. "Say rather 'Goddesses' and you
wi Il come nearer the truth, for such beauty as theirs is rarely seen on this
wr et ched pl ane of nortal existence. Look upon them Captain. You may do so
now, though to have set eyes upon their beauty before the death of nmy Calif
woul d have cost you your life."

A white gauze veil had been drawn over the face of each woman. Wth great
respect and reverence, ibn Jad renoved the veil fromthe first. The woman had
classic features, but there was sonething about the pale, still face that
spoke of fierce pride and stern resolution. Her long black hair glistened bl ue
in the sun. Bending near her, the Captain caught the faintest snell of

j asm ne.

Auda ibn Jad turned to the other wonan, and the Captain noticed that his touch
grew more gentle. Slowy he drew back the veil fromthe notionl ess body.
Gazing at the woman |ying before him the Captain felt his heart stirred with
pity and with adnmiration. Ibn Jad had spoken truly. Never had the soldier seen
a wonan nore beautiful. The skin was |ike cream the features perfect. Hair
the color and brilliance of dancing flanme tunbled down over the sl ender

shoul ders.

"The wives of ny Calif," Auda said, and for the first time the Captain heard
grief in the voice. "Wen his body was brought into the palace at Kich where
they were staying, awaiting ny lord's return, they hurled thensel ves upon him
weepi ng and tearing their clothes. Before any could stop them the one with
the red hair grabbed the Prince's sword. Crying that she could not live

wi thout him she drove the blade into her own fair body and dropped dead at
his feet. The other—eal ous that the red-haired wife should reach himfirst in
the Real m of Qur Cod—drew a dagger she had hi dden beneath her gown and st abbed
herself. Both are the daughters of Sultans in my land. | bear them back to be
buried with honor in the tonb of their husband."”

H s head whirling fromhis glinpse of the beauty of the wonmen, conbined with a
story of such tragedy and ronmance, the Captain wondered what to do. A Prince
of Simdari, a friend of both the Enperor and the Anmir, the body of this young
man shoul d be rights be escorted into the city. The Sultan woul d never forgive
his Captain if, on his yearly visit to the court of Khandar, he was asked by
the Enperor if he had received the funeral cortege of the Calif with honor and
the Sultan was forced to reply that he knew nothing of any such cortege. In
addition, was the Captain to deny his Sultan—who was al ways on the verge of
peri shing from boredonm+the opportunity of neeting exotic guests, of hearing
this sad tale of war and | ove and self-sacrifice?

The only netal the Captain had to set against all this glittering gold was
plain, solid iron—an instinctive feeling of dislike and distrust for this Auda
i bn Jad. Still pondering the matter, the Captain turned to find his |ieutenant
hovering at his elbow, the |eader of the gouns standing at his side.

"W have conpl eted die search of the caravan, sir," the |lieutenant reported,



"with the exception of those." He pointed at the litters.

The | eader of the gouns gave a shocked yelp that was answered swiftly and
sternly in their own |anguage by Auda ibn Jad. Even so, the | eader of the
gouns continued to talk volubly until Auda silenced himw th a sharp, angry
conmand. Red-faced and ashaned, the gaum sl unk away |ike a whi pped dog. Auda,
pale with fury, yet with his tenper under control, turned to the Captain.
"Forgive the outburst, sitli. My man forgot himself. It will
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not happen agai n. You nmentioned searching the corpses. By all means, please
proceed. "

"What was all that about, Effendft" the Captain asked suspiciously.

"Pl ease, Captain. It was nothing."

"I insist on know ng—

"I'f you must." Auda ibn Jad appeared faintly enbarrassed. "The priests of our
God have placed a curse upon these bodies. Any who disturb their rest will die
a nost horrible death, their souls sent to serve the Calif and his wives in
heaven.” Ibn Jad |l owered his voice to a confidential whisper. "Accept ny
apol ogi es, Captain. Kiber, the | eader of nmy gouns—while he is a good

sol dier—+s a superstitious peasant. | beg you to pay no heed to him Search
the bodies."

"I will," said the Captain harshly.

Turning to his lieutenant to issue the order, the Captain saw by the carefully
i npassive, frozen expression on the soldier's face that he had heard ibn Jad's
words quite clearly. The Captain opened his nmouth. The |ieutenant gave hima
pl eadi ng | ook

Angrily, the Captain marched over to the body of the Calif. "My Quar protect
me fromthe unknown evil," he said loudly, reaching forth his hand to search
the mattress upon which the corpse rested. Any nunber of objects could be
concealed in it, or beneath the silken sheet that covered the | ower half of

t he body, or even inside the arnor itself.

An eerie murmur, like the low whistle of a rising windstorm caused the
Captain's hair to bristle. Involuntarily, his hand jerked back. Looking up
swiftly, he saw the sound had come fromibn Jad's gounms. The men were backing
away, their horses—affected by the fear of their masters—olled their eyes and
danced nervously. The slaves huddl ed together in a group and began to wail

pi teously. Auda ibn Jdd, with a scow, rounded upon them and shouted at them
in his own | anguage. Fromthe motion of his hand, the Captain gathered he was
prom sing themall a sound thrashing. The wailing ceased, but the slaves, the
gouns, the horses, and even, it seenmed, the canel s—beasts not noted for their
intelligence—watched the Captain with an eager, anticipatory thrill of horror
t hat was nobst unnervi ng.

Ibn Jad's face was tense and strained. Though he was endeavoring hard to
conceal his enotions, apparently he, too,
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was a superstitious peasant at heart. Abruptly, the Captain w thdrew his hand.
"I will not disturb the honored dead. And you, Auda ibn Jad, and your nen have

|l eave to enter Idrith. But these"—he gestured at the rattan litters—nust
remain outside the city walls. If they are indeed cursed, it would not do to
bring theminto the sacred precincts of Quar." At |east, the Captain thought
grimy, he had solved that dil enma! Perhaps Auda ibn Jad and his men will take
of |l ense at this and | eave.

But the man in black was smling and bowi ng graciously, his fingers going to
heart, lips, and forehead in the graceful sal aam

"I will order nmy nen to guard the dead," the Captain offered, though—glancing
at his troops—he knew such an order woul d be unnecessary. Wb rd of the curse
woul d spread |ike the plague through the city. The nost devout follower of
Benari o, God of Thieves, would not steal so much as a jeweled earring fromthe
cor pses.

"My grateful thanks, Captain," said Auda, bowi ng again, hand pressed over his



heart.

The Captain bowed awkwardly in return. "And perhaps you would do ne the very
great honor of acconpanying ne to the Sultan's palace this evening. Affairs of
state prevent H s Magnificence fromseeing the world, and he would be nuch
entertained by the stories you have related to ne."

Auda i bn Jad protested that he was not worthy of such attention. The Captain
patiently assured himthat he was. Auda insisted that he wasn't and continued
to demur as long as was proper, then gave in with refined grace. Sighing, the
Captain turned away. Having no legitimte reason to keep this man and his
gouns out of ldrith, he had done what he could. At |east the corpses with
their unholy curse would not ; pollute the city. He would hinself take
personal charge of Auda ibn Jad and order his men to keep a watchful eye upon
the gouns. After all, they nunbered no nore than thirty. The Sultan's wi ves
al one out nunbered themtwo to one. Ami d the thousands of people jamred into
Idrith, they would be as a single drop of rain felling into a deep well.
Telling hinmself that he had the situation under control, the Captain started
to remount his horse. But his uneasiness persisted. H's foot in the stirrup
he paused, hands on the saddle, and |ooked for one last time at the man in

bl ack.

Beneat h hooded |ids, the eyes of Auda ibn Jad were
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gl anci ng sideways into the eyes of Kiber, |eader of the gowns.

Mich was being said in that exchange of gl ances, though

probably nothing that was not of the nobst innocent nature.

The Captain shivered in the noonday sun

"I am" he said grimy, "a superstitious peasant.’
saddl e, he wheel ed his horse

and gal |l oped off to order the city gates be opened to Auda ibn

Jad.

Chapter 2

The Sultan was—as the Captain had foreseen—harned with Auda i bn Jad. Not hing
woul d do but that the Sultan and his current favorites anong his w ves and
concubi nes nust | eave the pal ace and trai pse outside the city walls to pay
honmage to the dead. The wonen cooed and si ghed over the handsome young Prince.
The Sultan and the nobl es shook their heads over the wasted beauty of the
worren. Auda ibn Jad told his story well, bringing tears to nany eyes in the
royal court as he related in heartfelt tones the final words of the red-haired
wi fe as she fell dead across her husband' s body.

Fol lowing this, there was a sunptuous dinner that lasted long into the night.
The wine flowed freely, much of it into the Captain's mouth. Odinarily, the
Captain did not take to strong drink, but he felt he had to warm hinsel f.
There was sonet hi ng about Auda ibn Jad that chilled his blood; but what it
was, the Captain couldn't say.

Deep into his sixth cup of the unwatered vintage that came fromthe grapes
grown in the hills above Idrith, the Captain stared at the man, seated

cross-1 egged on silken cushions opposite him He couldn't take his eyes off

i bn Jad, feeling hinmself caught by the same terrible fascination a cobra is
said to exert over its victins.

It is Auda ibn Jad's face, the Captain decided, muzzily. The man's lace is too
snooth. There are no lines on it, no traces of any enotion, no traces of any
human feeling or passion—either good or evil. The corners of the nouth turn
49
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neither up nor down. The cold, hooded eyes narrow in neither |aughter nor
anger. 1bn Jad ate and drank w thout enjoynent. He watched the sinuous

twi stings of the dancing girls without lust. A face of stone, the Captain

deci ded and drank another cup of wine, only to feel it sit in his stomach |ike

Pulling hinself up into the



a lunp of cold clay.

At last the Sultan rose fromhis cushions to go to the bed of his chosen. Mich
pl eased with his guest, he gave Auda ibn Jad a ring fromhis own hand. Not hing
priceless, the Captain noted, staring at it with bleary eyes—a sem precious
gem whose glitter was greater than its worth. Auda ibn Jad apparently knew
somet hing of jewels hinself, for he accepted it with a flicker of sardonic
anmusenent in the cold eyes.

In answer to the Sultan's invitation to return to the palace tomorrow, ibn Jad
replied regretfully that he must not tarry in his sad journey. Hi s | ong had,
as of yet, no know edge of the death of his son and Auda ibn Jad feared | est

it should reach his ears from sone stranger, rather than a trusted friend.

The Sultan, yawni ng, was very understanding. H s Captain was overwhel med with
relief. In the norning they would be rid of this man and his well-preserved
corpses. Stunbling to his feet, the Captai n—acconpani ed by a cold sober ibn
Jad—rmde his way through the w nding passages of the palace and stunbl ed
drunkenly down the stairs. He narrowWy missed tunbling headfirst into a | arge
ornanental pool that graced the front of the palace—+t was ibn Jad's hand that
pul I ed hi m back—and finally weaved his way through the various gates that |ed
them by stages back into the city.

Once in the noon-lit streets of ldrith, Auda ibn Jad gl anced about in
perplexity.

"This maze of alleys confuses nme, Captain. | fear | have forgotten the way
back to the arwat in which | amstaying. If you could guide me—

Certainly. Anything to get rid of the man. The Captain lurched forward into
the enpty street; ibn Jad wal king at his side. Suddenly, inexplicably, the man
in black slowed his pace.

Sonet hi ng i nside die Captain—sone old soldier's instinct—screanmed out a
desperate warning. The Captain heard it, but by then it was too late.

An arm grabbed him from behind. Wth incredible strength, it wapped around
hi s neck, choking off his breath. The

Captain's fear sobered him H's muscles tensed, he raised his hands to resist.

The Captain felt the stinging pain of the knife's point entering his throat
just beneath his jaw. So skilled was the hand w el di ng the bl ade, however,
that the Captain never felt the swift, slicing cut to foll ow.

There was only a brief trenmor of fear . . . anger.

Then not hi ng.

The Captain's body was discovered in the norning—the first in a series of
grisly discoveries that left the city of Idrith in the grip of terror. Two
streets over, the body of an old nan was found lying in a gutter. Ten bl ocks
to the north, a father woke to find his young, virgin daughter nurdered in her
sl eep. The body of a virile, robust man turned up floating in a hauz, A

nm ddl e- aged not her of four was discovered lying in an alley.

The di sciplined guards surged outside the city walls to question the
strangers, only to find that the funeral cortege of Auda ibn Jad had

di sappeared. No one had heard them | eave. The sunbaked ground |left no trace of
t heir passing. Squadrons of soldiers rode out in all directions, searching,
but no trace of the man in black, his gowns, or the bodies in the rattan
l[itters was ever found.

Back inside the city, the nystery deepened. The dead appeared to have been
chosen at randonm+a stalwart soldier; a decrepit old beggar; a beautiful young
virgin; a wife and nother; a muscular young man. Yet the victins had one thing
i n conmon—the manner of their dying.

The throat of each person had been slit, neatly and skillfully, fromear to
ear. And, nost horribly, by some nysterious neans, each body had been

conpl etely drai ned of bl ood.

Book Three

THE BOOK OF QUARI

Chapter 1

It was the noi se—the noise and the stench of the prison that disturbed the



nomads nost. Accustomed to the nusic of the desert—the song of the wind over

t he dunes, the hum of the tent ropes stretched taut in a storm the barking of
canp dogs, the laughter of children, the voices of the wonen going about their
daily chores, the cry of a fal con making a successful kill—+he sounds of the
prison tore at the young nmen until they felt as if every inch of their skins
had been flayed fromtheir bodies.

The soldiers of the Amir did not mistreat the desert dwellers, who had been
captured in the raid on the canp around the Tel. Far fromit. Al though the
nomads had no way of knowi ng, they were being accorded better treatnent than
any other prisoners. Physicians had been sent to treat their wounds, and they
were allowed exercise and a small anount of tine each day to see their
famlies. But to the inprisoned Akar, Hrana, or Aran tribe menbers, being
deprived of their freedomwas the npst excruciating torture the Amr could
have devi sed.

When the captives were first brought in, they were assenbled in the prison
yard and the Amr spoke to them

"I watched you in battle," he said, sitting astride his magical, ebony horse,
"and I will not hide fromyou the feet that | was inpressed. All ny life |I had

heard the stories of the bravery and skill of the followers of Akhran."
The nonmads, who had previously been standing sullenly,
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eyes on the ground, |ooked up at this, pleased and startled that Qannad

shoul d know the nanme of their Cod. Hie Armir nade it a point to keep such
details in his mnd, often surprising his owmn nmen by speaking to each by nane,
recal ling some act of bravery or daring. An old soldier, he knew such small

t hi ngs touched the heart and won undying |oyalty.

"I did not believe it," he continued in his deep baritone, "until | saw it for
nmysel f." He paused here dramatically, to let his words slide like oil upon the
troubl ed waters. "Qutnunbered, taken by surprise, you fought |ike devils.
needed every soldier in ny conmand to defeat you and even then | began to fear
that the m ght of my arny was not strong enough.”

This was not exactly true; the outcone had never been in doubt and—onsi dering
the strength of the arny the Amir had built up to conquer the south-—Qannad
had thrown only a token force at the nomads. He could afford to lie at his own
expense, however, being ten tinmes rewarded by seeing die sullen eyes gl eam

with pride.

"Such men as you are wasted out there." Qannadi gestured dramatically toward
t he Pagrah desert. "lInstead of stealing sheep, you could be capturing the
wealth of cities. Instead of knifing each other in the dark, you could be
chal l enging a brave foe in glorious conbat on an open field. | offer you this
and norel Fight with me, and I will pay you thirty silver tumans a nonth.

will give your famlies free housing in the city, the opportunity for your

worren to sell their wares in the souks, and a fair share in the spoils of any
city we conquer."

Most of the nomads growl ed and shook their heads, but some—Qannadi

not ed—dr opped their eyes, shuffling their feet uneasily. Many here had ridden
with their Calif in the raid on the Kich. Qannadi skillfully conjured up
visions in then* mnds of galloping their horses through rich pal aces,
snatching up gold and jewel s and Sultans' beautiful daughters. The Amr did
not delude hinseE He did not think it likely he would gain any recruits this
monent. After all, the men had just seen their famlies carried off, they had
seen some of their own die in battle. But he knew that this arrow he had fired
woul d pierce their imaginations and stick there, festering, in their mnds.
Sayah, Zohra's half brother, stepped forward. "I speak for the Hrana," he
cried, "and | tell you that we serve no man except our Sheykh!"
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"The sane for the Akar!" canme a voice and, "The same for the Aran," cane



anot her.

Wt hout respondi ng, Qannadi turned and gal |l oped out of the prison yard. The
nomads thought he rode off in anger and congratul ated t hensel ves on havi ng
tweaked the Amir's nose. So rowdy were they that the guards thought it best to
beat soundly the nost vocal before driving themback to their cells.

Qannadi was not angry, however. The true, underlying nmeani ng of what these nen
said struck the Amir with such force it was a wonder he didn't fall fromhis
saddl e. Absorbed in thought, he returned to the pal ace and sent at once for
the I mam

"Bringing their Sheykhs in is out of the question," the Amir said, pacing back
and forth the length of die roomthat had once been the Sultan's private study
and was now his, never noticing that his boots were tracking nmnud and manure on
t he handwoven, priceless carpets covering the floor. "They are old dogs who
will bite any hand other than their master's. But these young pups are
different. They might be taught to junp through the hoops of another
especially if it is one of their own. W need to raise up a leader in their

m dst, Feisal, someone they trust and will follow But someone who, in turn,
nmust be under our conplete control. |Is that possible, do you think. |manP"
"Wth Quar, all is possible, OKing. Not only possible, but probable. It is
too bad," Feisal added, with a subtle change of expression in his voice, "that
their Calif, this Khardan, should have vani shed so nysteriously."

Qannadi gl anced at the priest sharply. "Khardan is dead."

"Hi s body was not discovered."

"He is dead,"” the Amir said coldly. "Meryemreported to me that she saw him
fall in battle, nortally wounded. As for why the corpse was not discovered, it
was probably haul ed of f by some wild beast."” Qannadi fixed Feisal with a
stern, bl ack-eyed gaze. "W both want these nomads on our side, |mam"

"There is one difference, OKing," said Feisal, not at all disconfited by the
Amir's bal eful gaze. "You want their bodies. / want their souls."

The foll owi ng day, and many days after that, the Imamvisited the prison
Though he woul d never admit as nuch to
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die Amr, Feisal realized Qannadi had grasped hold of die tail of a valuable
idea. It would be up to the Inamto soothe the beast attached to tiiat tai

and nmake it work for diem Conse-quendy, he talked to die young men, bringing
diemnews of their famlies, assuring diemthat their nothers, wves, and
children were being well cared for, and extolling die virtues of setded city
life, drawing subtle differences between it and die harsh life of the
wanderer. Wsely, the Imam never mentioned Quar. He never mentioned Akhran
either, but left die young men to draw their own concl usi ons.

One person in particular drew his attention. Sitting alone in die tiny,

narrow, w ndow ess cell in die Zindan, Achned, Khardan's half brother
foundered in a despair so black and nurky he felt as though he were drowni ng
init.

The snell in die prison was poi sonous. Once a day, the prisoners were all owed
outside to wal k around the conmpound and to performtheir ablutions, but that
was all. The rerainder of die tine they had to nmake do with a coner of die
cell, and though it was cl eaned out daily by slaves, die stench of hunman
excrement, as well as that of sickness, was always in die air.

Achnmed could not eat. The stink penetrated die food and tainted die water. He
could not sleep. The noise, that spoke of pain and suffering and torture, was
dreadful. In die cell next to his, an unlucky follower of Benario's had been
captured inside one of die bazaars after curfew, making away with stol en
goods. The wetch's hands had been cut off, to teach hima | esson, and he
nmoaned and howl ed with die pain until he either | apsed into unconsciousness or
one of die guards—rritated at the cl anor—l outed hi mover die head.

In die other side cell, a debtor to the followers of Kharmani, God of Wahh
had devel oped an insidious cough and | ay hacking his |life away whil e benpaning
the fact that he couldn't raise the noney to pay off his debts while confined
in prison.



Across from Achnmed, a beggar caught exhibiting fake sores to a gullible

audi ence was devel opi ng real ones. Two cells down a man condemmed to be hurl ed
fromthe Tower of Death for raping a woman pounded on die walls and pl eaded
with an unhearing Amir for another trial

At first, getting out of the cell was a wel cone rel ease, but after a few days
Achned grew to dread die tine they were allowed to walk in die conpound. No
loving wife came to stretch her hand out to himthrough the bars of the gate,
no
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not her canme to weep over him H's own not her—ene of Majiid s nany w ves—had
been captured in the raid on the canp. She was in the city, but too ill to

cone and see him This Achned heard from Badi a, Khardan's nother, the only one
who occasionally visited the young man.

"The soldiers did not hurt her," Badia hastened to assure Achned, seeing by

t he dark, violent expression on the young man's face diat he might commt sone
foolish act. "They were really very kind and gentle and took her to a house of
one of their own Captains, whose wives are caring for her like a sister. The

I mam hi nsel f has been to see her and said a prayer for her. But she was never
strong, Achnmed, not since your baby sister was born. W rnust put our trust in
Akhran. "

Akhran! Al one, despairing, Achned cursed the name of the God. Wy have You
done this to me, to ny people? the young man questioned, head in his hands,
tears creeping through his clenched fingers. This day woul d have been ny
birthday. Ei ghteen years. There woul d have been a bai gha held in my honor

Khar dan woul d have seen to that, even if Mijiid-Achned s father and Sheykh of
the Akar—forgot. Majiid very likely would have forgotten; he had nany sons and
took pride in only one-his el dest, Khardan

Achrmed didn't mind. He, too, admired Khardan with all his heart and soul
feel i ng—+n many ways—that Khardan was nore of a father to himthan the rough
bel | owi ng, quicktenpered Majiid. Khardan woul d have seen to it that this day
was special for his younger half brother. A present—perhaps one of die Califs
very own jewel ed daggers. A dinner just for the two of themin Khardan's tent,
drinking qumz until they couldn't stand and listening to Pukah's tal es of

bl oodsucki ng ghuls, the flesh-eating del hen, or the alluring and deadly
ghaddar .

The thief in die next cell began to rave deliriously. A sob burst from
Achned's throat. Slunping down onto the straw spread over his floor, he hid
his face in the crook of his armand wept in lonely, bitter anguish.

"My son."

The soft, synpathetic voice spread over Achned' s bl eeding soul |ike a soothing
balm Startl ed—+the young man had been so lost in his grief he had not heard
di e sound of die key in die door or the door being opened—Achned sat up and
hastily w ped away the traces of his tears. d ancing suspiciously at the

sl ender figure of the priest entering his cell
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Achnmed crouched down on the dirty mattress that was his bed and affected to be
intently interested in a crack in the wall

"I hear that you suffered a wound in the battle. Are you in pain, ny son?" the
Imaminquired gently. "Shall | send for the physicians?"

Sni ffing, Achmed wi ped his nose on the sleeve of his robe and stared fiercely
strai ght ahead.

The priest snmiled inwardly. He felt instinctively he had arrived at precisely
the right nmonent, and he thanked Quar for having been led to the suffering
lamb in tinme to save it fromthe wol ves.

"Let me examine your injury," said the Imam although he knew well that it was
not the wound on the head but the wound in the heart that brought the tears to
the young man's eyes.

Achned ducked his head, as though he woul d have refused, but Feisal pretended



not to notice. Renoving the haik, he exami ned the cut. During the battle,
Achned had been struck by the flat of a sword bl ade. The bl ow had split the
skin and knocked hi m unconscious, leaving himwith a terrible headache for a
day after but doing no serious injury.

"Tsk," the I mam made a cl ucki ng sound, "you will have a scar."

"That is good!" Achnmed said suddenly, huskily. He had to say sonething. The
attention the priest paid himand the gentle touch of his fingers had cone
dangerously near to naking himstart to cry again. "My brother has many such
scars. It is the mark of a warrior."

"You sound like the Amir," said Feisal, his heartbeat quickening in secret
delight. Many times he had | ooked in on Achmed and the young man had never
spoken to him never even | ooked at him The | mam snoot hed back the bl ack
hair. "To ne, such scars are the mark of the savage. Wen man is truly

civilized, then all wars will cease and we will live in peace. There." He
handed back the headcloth. "The wound is healing cleanly. It will |eave a
white mark on your scal p, however. The hair will not grow back."

Hol ding the cloth in his hands, Achned twisted it with his fingers. He did not
put it back on. "Civilized? You' re one to talk. This"—he pointed to his
head—was the work of your "savages'!"

The Imam carefully conceal ed his joy by gl anci ng around
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the cell. It was inpossible to talk here. Next door the mutilated thief was
screamng feverishly. "WII| you come outside and walk with nme, Achned?"

The young man gl owered at hi m suspi ci ously.

"It is a fine day," the Imam said. "The wind blows fromthe east."

The east. The desert. Achned |lowered his eyes. "Very well,"” he said in a | ow
voice. Rising to his feet, he foll owed Feisal out the door of his cell
trudgi ng down the long, dark corridor. The guard started to follow but the

I mam shook his head and warned himaway with a gesture of his thin fingers. As
they passed the cells, those inside stretched out their hands to the priest,
begging for his blessing, or tried to snatch up and kiss the hem of his robe.
Stealing a glance fromthe corner of his eye, Achmed saw the Imamreact to al
this with extraordi nary patience, murrmuring the ritual words, reaching through
the bars to touch a bent head, offering confort and hope in the name of Quar
Achned recalled the first time he had seen the priest, when Khardan had cone
to the palace to try to sell horses to the Anmir. Achned had been frightened of
the Imamthen and he was frightened of himnow It was not that the priest's
physi cal presence was formi dabl e. Days and nights of fasting and praying had
left the Imam s body so slender and delicate that Achned coul d have picked the
man up and broken himin two with his bare hands. Tlie fear did not generate
fromthe gaunt and handsone face.

It was the eyes, aflane with holy zeal, whose fire could burn holes through a
man as a hot iron burns through wood.

Emerging into the sunshine, Achmed lifted his face to the heavens, reveling in
the wel cone warnth on his skin. He drew a deep breath. Though the air snelled
of city, at least it was better than the stench in the prison. And, as the

| mpam had said, the wind was fromthe east and Achned coul d swear he caught the
faintest breath of the desert's el usive perfune.

d anci ng about, he saw Feisal watching himintently. Shoul ders sl unping,
Achned dove back into sullen uncaring like a startled djinn diving back into
his bottle.

"Your nmother's health is inproving,"” said the | mam

"She woul dn't have fallen sick if you'd left her alone,” Achned returned
accusingly.

"On the contrary, ny son. It was well for her that we
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brought her to Kich. Qur physicians have undoubtedly saved her life. Qut
there, in that wetched | and"—+he Imam | ooked to the east—=she would surely



have perished," Seeing stubborn disbelief on the young face, the priest turned
t he conversation. "OF what were we speaki ng?" he asked.

"Savages." Achmed sneered.

"Ah, yes. So we were." Feisal gestured to what little shade existed in the
conmpound. "W are alone. Shall we sit down to talk nmore confortably?"

"You'll soil your robes.”

"C othes can be cleansed, just like the soul. | see that no one has brought
you a clean robe. Disgraceful. | will speak to the Amir."

The Imam settled hinself confortably on the hard rock pavement. Leaning

agai nst the prison wall, the priest appeared as much at hone as if he had been
| ounging on a sofa in the finest roomin the palace. Awkwardly, Achned
squatted down beside him the young man flushing in enbarrassnent at the

depl orabl e condition of his clothes.

"You have a younger sister," the |nmam said.

Achned—al | his suspicions aroused once nore-scow ed and did not answer.

"I have seen her, when | visited your nother," Feisal continued, gazing
unbl i nki ng out over the conpound that was bathed in brilliant sunlight. "Your
sister is a beautiful child. Howold is she? Two?"

Still no reply.

"An interesting age. So full of curiosity and testing one's limts. | suppose
that, like all children, she put her hand into the cooking fire, didn't she?"
"What ?" Achmed stared at the priest in puzzl enent.

"Did she ever put her hand into the fire?"

"Well, yes, | guess so. ... Al little kids do."

"\Why 2"

Achnmed was confused, wondering why they were discussing small children. He
shrugged. "They're attracted to it—the bright [ight, the colors, the warnth."
"They don't understand that it will hurt thenf"

"How coul d they? They're too little."

"What did your nother do when she caught your sister starting to put her hand
in the dancing fl ames?"

"I don't know. Smacked her, | guess."
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"Why didn't your nother reason with the child, tell her that the fire wll
hurt her?"

"You can't reason with a two-year-old!'"™ Achned scof f ed.

"But the child understands a slap on the wist?"

"Sure. 1 nean, | guess so."
"Did she understand it because it gave her pain?"
"Yes."

"And did your nother enjoy hurting her child?"

"We're not barbarians, no matter what you think!" Achnmed answered hotly,
thinking this was a slur on his people.

"I am not saying that. Wy does your nother choose to hurt her child?"
"Because she's afraid for her!"

"A slap on the wist hurts, yet not like the fire."

"This is a stupid conversation!" Modily, Achned picked up small pieces of
| oose rock and began tossing theminto the conmpound,

"Be patient," the Imam counsel ed softly. "W see the road beneath our feet,
not the end. But we walk it still or we would get nowhere. So—the child
reaches for the fire. The nother slaps the child's wist and tells her no.
Until the child is capable of understanding that the fire will burn her, the
| esser hurt protects the child fromthe greater. Is" this true?"

"Somet hing like that, | suppose.” Achmed had al ways heard priests were crazy.

Now he had proof.

Reachi ng out his hand, the Imam touched the young man upon his forehead. "Now
do you understand?" Feisal asked, his fingers gliding gently over the wound.
Turni ng, pausing in nmidthrow, Achned stared at the priest in astonishment.
"Under st and what ?"



Feisal smled, his eyes were brighter than the sun of dohar

"In spiritual matters, you are the child. Your God, the false Cod, Akhran, is
the fire—bright colors and dancing light. Like the fire, he is a dangerous
God, Achmed, for he wilt bumup your soul and leave it nothing but ashes. Hi e
Amir and myself are the parents who must protect you from everlasting harm ny
son. We tried to reason with you, but you did not understand our words.
Therefore, in order to save you fromthe inferno, we had to strike out, to
slap your hand. . . ."

"And what about those you hit a little too hard?" Achmed cried angrily. "Those
who died!"
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"No one regrets loss of life nore than I," the Imam said, his al nond-shaped
eyes burning into Achnmed's. "It was your peopl e—npst notably your headstrong
br ot her—ho attacked us. W defended oursel ves. "

Jumping to his feet, Achmed began to wal k away, headi ng back for the cells.
"Believe me, Achnmed!" The Imamcalled after him "The Amir could have
destroyed your tribes! He could have w ped you out. It would have been far

| ess trouble. But such was not his intent, nor nmine!"

"You take us hostage!" Achned tossed the words over his shoul der

Ri sing gracefully, the I mam wal ked after the young man, talking to a

steel -stiffened back.

"Host age? Where is the demand for ranson? Have you been put up on the slave

bl ocks? Tortured, beaten? Has one of your wonen been viol ated, nol ested?"
"Perhaps not." Achned slowed his furious pace across the compound, his head
hal f-turned. "Cream floating on soured mlk! \Wat do you want from us?"

Coming to a halt before the young man, the |Inmam spread his hands. "W want
nothing fromyou. W want only to give."

"G ve what ?"

"The cream to use your words. W want to share it with you."

"And what is this crean?" The young man was scor nful

"Know edge. Understanding. Faith in a God who truly |loves and cares for you
and for your people.™

"Akhran cares for H's people!"

Achned' s tone was defiant, but Feisal knew it to be the defiance of a snall
child striking back at the hand that had hurt him not the defiance of a man
firmin his convictions. Comi ng up behind the young nan, the priest rested his
hands upon Achmed's shoulders. The Imamfelt the young man flinch, but he also
felt that the touch of friendship was not unwel cone to the |lonely youth.

Fei sal said nothing nore to challenge the young man's faith, w sely know ng
that this would only force himto strengthen his defenses. It was Feisal's
plan to slip quietly into the carefully guarded fortress of Achmed' s soul, not
attack it with a battering ram

"There is soneone who wants to see you, Achmed—a nenber of your tribe. My I
bring hi mtonorrow?"
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"You can do what you like. Wit choice do | have? | amyour prisoner, after
all.”

"We keep you in your cells only as the nother keeps her babe in a cradle, to
protect it fromharm"

Tired of hearing about chil dren—er perhaps tired of being constantly referred
to as a chil d-Achned made an inpatient gesture.

"Until tonorrow, then?" the |nmam said.

"I'f you like," Achmed said sullenly, but the priest had seen the flash of the
eyes, the heightened color in the averted face at the nmention of a visitor
"The peace of Quar be with you this night," the I mam said, gesturing to a
guard, who arrived to take Achnmed back to his cell.

Twi sting his head, the young man watched the priest |eave, the spare body
nmovi ng gracefully beneath the white robes that were now stained with the filth



and nmuck of the prison. Yet Feisal didn't appear disgusted. He hadn't tried to
brush it off or keep himself away fromit. He had touched the beggars, the
condemed, the di seased. He had given of his God to them C othes can be

cl eansed, tbe Imam had said. Just |ike the soul

The peace of Quar or any other God was a | ong way from Achmed that night.
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Chapter 2

Achned waited inpatiently the next norning to learn the identity of this
nmysterious visitor. He hoped it might be his nother, but the norning hour for
the neeting of the prisoners and their famlies at the iron gates cane, and
she was not there. Khardan's nother was there to visit, however, and Badia
told Achmed that what the I mam had said was true. Sophia was inproving.

Al t hough she was not strong enough to nmake the journey to the prison, she sent
her love to her son.

"What the |Imam said about ny nother, that she would Jiave died out there in
the desert. Is that true?"

"Qur lives are in the hands of Akhran," said Badia, averting her eyes and
turning to leave. "Pray to him"

"There is sonething wong!" cried Achned, catching hold of the worman's hand
through the gate. "What is it? Badia, you have always been a second nother to

me. | see trouble in your face. Is it my nother? Tell me what is the matter!"
"It is not your trouble, Achned," the woman said in a broken voice. "It is ny
own." She pressed her hand over her heart. "Qur God gives ne strength to bear
it. Farewell. | leave you with this"-she kissed himon the forehead—and your

not her' s bl essing. "

Turni ng, she hurried away, disappearing into the crowd of the nearby souks
bef ore Achned could question her farther. A bell sounded. The guards cane out
to lead the prisoners

66

back to their cells amid the wailing and parting cries of their nothers,

wi ves, and children.

Badia surely hadn't been the visitor the I mam neant, Achned thought as he

wal ked with slow and shuffling step across the conpound. Lost in his thoughts,
he started when he felt an elbow dig into his side. d ancing up, he saw Sayah
a Hrana.

"What do you want, shepherd?" Achmed asked rudely, noting that Sayah's
expression was grimand dark

"Just wondering if you'd heard the news."

"What news?" Achmed appeared uninterested. "Has one of your wonen given birth
to a goat that you fathered?"

"It is you who has bred the goat and it is in your own tribe."

"Bah!" Achned tried to nove away, but Sayah caught hold of the sleeve of his
r obe.

"One of your own, an Akar, has renounced our holy Akhran and gone over to the
God of this city," he hissed.

"I don't believe you!"™ Achned gl ared at Sayah defiantly.

"It is so. Look there!" Sayah gestured toward the gate.

Achnmed turned his head reluctantly, know ng what he woul d see even before he
gl anced around, for he had instantly guessed the identity of the Imams
visitor. Standing at the bars, dressed in clean, fresh white robes, |ooking
both defiant and extremely nervous was Saiyad, one of Majiid s nost trusted
men. Next to Saiyad stood the | mam

From the sound of the Iow grow that runbled around him Achmed knew that the
ot her menmbers of the Akar had heard Sayah's words and seen Saiyad standing by
the gate next to the priest. Looking about the crowd for advice, Achned was
amazed to find that all the nen of the Akar were staring expectantly at hin
It suddenly occurred to the young man that they were assunmi ng he woul d take
the role of |eadership! He was Majiid' s son, after all.

Confused and overwhel med by this unexpected responsibility, Achnmed nuttered



somet hing about "talking to himnyself and clearing up this m stake," then
wal ked back toward the gate. The guards | eaped after him but a gesture from
the I mam sent them about their duties. Gathering together their other
prisoners, the guards marched them back to the cells, taking out their
frustrations on the nonads when they were certain that the | mamwasn't

wat chi ng.

Drawi ng nearer, a stem unwavering gaze fixed on Saiyad,
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Achned saw that the man's eyes | ooked everywhere But at hi mthe ground, the
sky, the prison, the Imam Saiyad's fingers worked busily, folding and

pl eating, then drawi ng snooth, then folding and pleating a handful of the
white cotton of his flow ng robes.

"So it is no mstake," Achned said beneath his breath, his heart dragging in
the sand.

He reached the gate. The Imamdid not enter, keeping both hinmself and Sai yad
out side, perhaps afraid for his visitor's life. A glance at Achned's dark and
f orebodi ng expressi on nust have made the priest thankful for his precaution
"Saiyad," said Achned coolly. "Salaam al ei kum™"

"And . . . and greetings to you, Achned," answered Saiyad, his eyes neeting
the young man's for the first time. He was obviously sorry they did so, for
his gaze darted away the next instant. His fingers clenched around the fabric
of his robe.

"What brings you here?" Achnmed asked, attenpting to conceal his rising fury.
Why had Sai yad done this foul act? Wrse, why did he feel it necessary to cone
and rub their noses in his dirt?

"Sai yad has conme to check on your wel fare, Achned," said the | mam snoothly,
"and to make certain that you and the others are being well treated."

"Yes, that is the reason | have cone!" Saiyad said, his bearded face splitting
into a grin.

Li ar! thought Achmed, longing to shove the nan's teeth down his throat. "So it
is true what they say," the young nman's voice was |ow. "You have converted to

Quar."
The man's grin vanished instantly, to be replaced by a sickly smle. Shruggi ng
hi s shoul ders, he gl anced deprecat-ingly at the Imam and still working the

fabric that was now dirty fromthe msuse, he drew near the iron gates and
noti oned for Achmed to cone cl oser

Feeling his skin craw as though he were approaching a snake, the young man
did as he was asked. The Imam half turning, affected to be absorbed in the
beauty of the pal ace that was near by.

"What could I do, Achmed?" Saiyad whispered, his fingers |eaving his robes and
gri pping the young man's through the bars. "You don't know what it's |ike out
there in the desert!"”

"Well, what is it Iike?" Achned asked, trying to maintain his composure, yet
feeling hinmself go cold all over.
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"W are starving, Achnmed! The sol diers burned everything, they left us with
not hi ng—Aot even a goatskin in which to put the water! W have no shelter. By
night we sleep in the sand. During the day, we fight for the shade of a palm
tree! There are many sick and injured and only a few old wormen w th nagic
enough to tend them My wife, nmy children were carried away. "

"Stop whining!" Achmed snapped. Unable to help hinmsel f, he drew back from

Sai yad's touch in disgust. "You are not the only one to suffer! And at | east
you are free! Look at us, locked in here, worse than animals!" Lowering his
voi ce, glancing at the Imam he added softly, "Surely ny father nust be

pl anni ng sonme way to get us out of here. O Khardan—

"Khardan!" Saiyad spoke too |loudly. Both saw the thin shoulders of the | mam
jerk, the turbaned head nove ever so slightly. Hunching around so that his
back was to the priest, Saiyad faced Achned. The eyes that had been cast
downward in guilt suddenly nmet his in contenpt; the young man was di squieted



to see the older man's lip curl in a sneer

"Haven't you heard about your precious brother?"

"What ? What about Khardan?" Achned's heart stopped beating. "Wat's happened
to hin?" Now it was he who grabbed hold of the older man's robes.

"Happened? To hin?" Saiyad | aughed unpl easantly. "Nothing! Nothing at all, the
filthy coward!"

"How dare you!" Achmed dragged the man closer with a jerk of his hands,
bangi ng Sai yad's head agai nst the bars. One of the guards took a step toward
them but the Imam supposedly neither hearing nor seeing what was goi ng on
made a quick, inperceptible gesture, and—ence agai n—the guard retreat ed.

"It's true, and all your ill usage of me won't change it! Qur Calif fled the
battlefield, disguised as a wonman!"

Achned stared at the man, then suddenly began to laugh. "Liar as well as a
traitor! At |east you could have conme up with something nore believable."

Rel easi ng his hold of the older man, Achnmed w ped his hands on his robes, |ike
one who has cone into contact with a | eper

"Yes, couldn't I?" Saiyad retorted angrily. "Think, Achnmed! If | was |ying,
woul dn't | have nmade up a better tale? Wiat reason would | have to lie
anyway ?"
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"To get me to join him" Achned made a furious gesture at the priest.

"I don't give a_damm whether you join us or not!" Saiyad snarled. Realizing he
was | osing control and hurting his own cause, the older man drew hinself up
with an air of shabby dignity. "I came here to explain why | did what | did,
hopi ng you and the others would understand. Wat | told you about Khardan is
the truth, | swear by— Saiyad hesitated. He had been about to say "Akhran,"
but seeing the silent figure of the |Inmam standi ng sonme di stance away, he
choked on the word "—by the honor of ny nother," the older man concl uded
lanely. "All in the desert knowit is true."

"Not ny father!"

"Your father more than any of them " Saiyad waved his hands. "Here!" Reaching
into his sash, he funbled for sonething, then withdrew a sword, "Majiid bade
me give this to Khardan's nother, but | did not have the heart. You do with it
what you want."

Seeing the flash of steel passing between the visitor and the prisoner, the
guard | eaped to intervene—mam or no | mam

"You dogs!" the guard swore at them "I'Il have you both whi pped—

Hastily, the Imam stepped in front of the guard, extending a slender arm

bet ween himand the nomads. "It is nothing of inmportance, | assure you!"
"Not hi ng! | saw that nman give the boy a sword—

"True," the Imaminterrupted. Reaching through the bars, he grasped Achned's
linp hand and held the weapon up for inspection. "It is a sword. But can this
be of harnP"

Looki ng at the weapon intently, the guard scow ed, then gave a brief |augh and
turned away, shaking his head over the stupidity of those who cooked their
brains in the sun

The sword's bl ade was broken; only the hilt and three inches of stee

remai ned.

"Your father hinself did that with an axe,’
once again turned away.

Achned hel d the broken sword—Khardan's sword—n a nervel ess grasp, staring at
it with anguished eyes. "I ... | don't understand. . . ."he said thickly.
"Your father proclai ned Khardan dead." Saiyad sighed. Reaching through the
bars, he patted Achnmed's arm giving awkward, enbarrassed confort. "Majiid is
a broken man. W

are | eaderl ess now Day after day, he sits doing nothing but staring into the
east, where it is said Khardan vani shed!"

Sai yad hi ssed, when the | nam had



"But how could he know? Did he see Khardan . . . ?"

"No, but there was one who did. Fedj, the djinn."

"Jaafar's servant? A Hrana djinn?" Fire scorched the tears that had glinmered
in Achmed's eyes. "No one would believe that—=

"He swore the Cath of Sul, Achmed," Saiyad said quietly. "And he wal ks anong
us still.”

The young man stared. He could not speak, his tongue seemed to have swol | en,
his throat gone dry. The Cath of Sul was the nost terrible, the nost binding
oath an immortal could take.

If what | now repeat is not the truth, may Akhran take me now, as | stand
here, and lock ne in ny dwelling, and drop that dwelling, into the nouth of
Sul, and may Sul swallow me and hold ne in the darkness of his beUyfor a

t housand years.

Thus ran the Cath. Mny tinmes Achned had seen the djinn (npst notably Pukah)
threatened with the Gath, and each time he had seen them back down, refusing
to take it. This was the first he had ever heard of one actually swearing by
it.

Dazed, blinded by his tears, he could only whisper, "How?"

"Fedj was not present at the battle. He was detained by Raja, Zeid' s djinn,
who attacked him Fearing for his master, Fedj left the contest as speedily as
he could, only to find the battle ended. He discovered Jaafar |ying anong the
wounded. Seeing his master to safety, Fedj then went to see if there was
anyone el se who needed his aid. The Amr's soldiers were burning the canp, and
all was in disorder. Dusk had fallen, snoke filled the air. Fedj heard a noise
and saw three wonen taking advantage of the confusion to flee the soldiers.
Thi nking he would I end them H s assistance, Fedj flew toward them Just as he
started to speak, he saw the veil covering the face of one of the wonen slip
down—"

Seeing the pain in Achmed' s eyes, Saiyad stopped speaking and stared at his
feet.

"Khardan?" the young man nurnured al nost inaudibly, nore of a sigh than a
spoken word.

Sai yad nodded.

C utching the broken sword, Achned slunped against the bars of the gate. Then
angrily, he cried, "I don't believe it!
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Maybe he was injured, unconscious, and they were helping himl"

"Then why hasn't he come back? He knows his people need hinm Unless ..
"Unl ess what ?" Achned gl anced up swiftly.

"Unless he is truly a coward—

Crabbi ng hold of Saiyad, Achned slamed the man's face up against the bars.
"Swi ne! Who is the coward? Who has come crawing on his belly? I will loll
you, you—"

The I mam coul d see that Saiyad was in trouble this time. Together he and the
guard managed to free the nonmad from Achnmed's strangling grip.

"The bearer of bad news is always treated as though he were the cause of it,"
Sai yad nuttered, breathing heavily and tw tching his robes back into place.
"Qthers feared telling you, but | thought you should know "

"The bearer of bad news is treated thus only when he takes pleasure in the
telling!" Achmed retorted. "You have hated Khardan ever since he nade you | ook
a fool over the madman!" The | ast words were so choked that they were
practically indistinguishable. "Get out of my sight, dog!" Achmed waved t he
broken sword. "My father is right! Khardan is dead!"

Saiyad's face (lushed in anger, "For his sake and for yours, | hope so!" he
snarl ed.

Hal f-blind with rage, Achmed hurled hinself again at the bars, thrusting at
Saiyad with the broken sword as though it had a blade still.

Alarmed at this sight, afraid that the young man woul d hurt hinself, the | mam
shoved Saiyad away fromthe gate. "Go back to your home!" the priest



instructed in a low voice. "You can do nothing nore here!™

Guards cane running from across the conmpound. G abbing hold of Achnmed by both
arnms, they westled the young man away fromthe gate. G owering at die priest
defiantly. Saiyad noved closer. "Listen to nme, Achned! W are finished as a
peopl e and a nation. Akhran has abandoned us. You and the rest of themin

t here"—-he nodded at the prison—"nust face that. Now you know why | turned to
Quar. He is a God who protects and rewards H s own."

Wth his last strength, Achmed hurled the broken sword at Saiyad.
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"You have done enough, ny friend," the Imamsaid coldly. "Go back to your
horne! "

Gat hering the remmants of his dignity about him Saiyad turned and headed for
t he souks.

"Take the young man back to his cell,"” the Imamordered. "Treat himwell," the
priest added, seeing gl ances pass anpbng the guards and guessing that they

i ntended to use this display of defiance as an excuse to punish their
prisoner. "Any marks on his body and you will answer to Quar!"

The guards dragged their prisoner away and deposited himin his cell wthout a
bruise on him But they grinned at each other as they left the young man,
rubbing their hands in satisfaction. The I mam had much to learn. There are
ways and nethods that | eave no nmarks.

In the darkness and stench of the cell, Achned |lay upon his bed, doubled up
with a pain that twisted his soul nore than the beating had tw sted his body.
Khardan was dead. And so was his God.
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Chapter 3

Leavi ng the prison, Feisal wal ked slowy through the crowds that parted at his
com ng, many sinking to their knees, hands outstretched to seek his bl essing.
He granted it reflexively, absentm ndedly touching the foreheads with his thin
fingers® nmurnmuring the ritual words as he passed. Absorbed in his thoughts,
the I mam was not even consciously aware of where he was until the

i ncense-scented, cool darkness of the inner Tenple washed over his skin, a
relief fromthe noonday heat.

Paci ng back and forth before the golden ram s-head altar of his God, Feisa
considered all that he had heard.

Bel i eving that Achmed was wavering in his faith, the I mam had brought the
nonmad, Saiyad, to the prison with the sinple intent of showi ng the young man
that his people remaining in the desert were scattered and despairing and that
those who cane to Quar were finding a chance for better lives. That was all
The | mam had been as shocked as Achned to hear this news of Khardan, and now
Fei sal considered what to nake of it.

The- 1 mam had hi s spi es—exceedi ngly good ones, devoted to himand to Quar. The
priest knew how many segnents of orange the Anu- ate for breakfast in the
nmor ni ng; he knew the woman the Anmir chose to sleep with at night. Qannadi had
kept his voice | owbut not | ow enough—-when he gave his favorite Captain,
Gasim secret orders to make certain that Khardan's soul was one of the first
to be dispatched to Quar. The I mam had been angry at the flouting of his God's
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wi shes, at Qannadi thus acting against the Imanis expressed conmand that the
kafir, the unbelievers, be brought to Quar alive. Neverthel ess, anger did not
draw the veil of folly over Feisal's eyes. The priest detested bl oodshed, but
he was wi se enough in his knowl edge of man's stubborn nature to know that
there were some who would see Quar's light only when it gl eaned through the
holes in their flesh. Qannadi was a skillful general. He would be needed to
bring the southern cities to their knees in both surrender and worship. Feisa
knew he nmust occasionally toss a bone to this fierce dog to keep himfriendly,
and therefore he said nothing about his know edge that Khardan's death had
been a deliberate act of nurder



But now—was Khardan dead? Apparently Quar did not think so. If not, how had
the Calif escaped? Feisal could hardly credit this strange tale about the
Calif disguising hinself as a woman. And, nore inportant, where was he?

One person mght know the answer to this. The one person who had been acting
very nysteriously since the Battle at the Tel

Ringing a tiny silver bell, the Imam summoned a hal f - naked servant, who flung
hi nsel f upon the polished marble floor at his naster's feet.

"Bring ne the concubine, Meryem" ordered Feisal

Leaving the inner Tenple, Feisal wal ked a short distance down a corridor to

t he chamber where he held audi ence. Like the inner Tenmple, the room gave the
appear ance of being closed off fromthe outside world. It had no w ndows and
the only doorways were reached by means of circumavigating | ong and w ndi ng
corridors. The fl oor was made of black marble. Tall marble colums supported a
ceiling of carved ivory that had been shipped in squares fromthe G eat

St eppes of Tara-kan and whose ornate figures represented the many bl essings

t hat Quar bestowed upon his people. Lit by huge charcoal braziers that stood
on tripods in each corner of the square room the Imanm s audi ence chanber was
otherwi se enpty, with the exception of a single, marvel ous wooden chair.

Sent from Khandar, the chair was probably worth nore than the entire Tenpl e,
conplete with furnishings, for it was carved of saksmd. Found only in the

sal t-inpregnated sand of the eastern Pagrah desert, the saksaul tree had been
| ong venerated 'for its unusual properties. The black wood was extrenely hard,
yet —-when carved—t splintered and broke
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like glass. Thus the craftsman needed to exert extraordinary care, and even
smal | carvings could take many nonths of work. The wood was heavy and sank in
wat er. When burned, the saksaul gave off spicy, fragrant funes that induced a
ki nd of intoxication. The ash |left behind was often carefully preserved and
used by physicians for various medicines. Mst curious of all, the tree grew
beneath the sand, its snakelike trunk—stretching over thirty feet or
nore—+ying buried ten to twelve inches bel ow the surface.

Seated in the saksaul chair, the ornate carving of which had reputedly taken
several craftsnen many years of painstaking | abor, Feisal began collecting in
his mind all the reports he'd received and everything he had hinmsel f observed
about Meryem One by one he considered them fingering each as a beggar
fingers gold coins.

Qannadi ' s sol diers had di scovered the Amir's concubi ne and spy |ying
unconsci ous in the nonads' canp. Mdst of her clothes and all her possessions
had been stripped fromher body, including all of her powerful magica

par aphernal i a. When the Amir questioned her, Meryemtold himthat one of his
sol diers had mistaken her for a filthy kafir and had tried to rape her. She
was able to point out the man and watched in offended i nnocence while he was
flogged nearly to death in punishnment.

The Amir had not believed her and neither had Feisal. Qannadi's soldiers had
been ordered under penalty of castration not to nolest any woman. They had
been given orders to watch for Meryem to rescue her fromthe nomads if it
appeared she was in danger. The idea that one of his men would risk his life
harm ng the Anmir's concubi ne was |udicrous. But the Amir had no proof, other
than that the soldier volubly protested his innocence, and so he had no choice
but to have the wretch punished. Qannadi did not carry out his threat to
castrate the man, but a floggi ng on occasion was useful in maintaining
discipline, and if the soldier didn't deserve punishnent for this infraction
he undoubtedly deserved it for sonething el se.

The matter was cl osed, and Meryem was sent back to the seraglio where,
according to Yanina, the girl waited in dread for the Amir to fulfill his
prom se and make her one of his wives. Feisal knew that two nonths ago this
had been the dearest dream of Meryemis heart. Not that Qannadi was any great



prize in the bedroom He was nearly fifty, his warrior's

body grotesquely scarred, his hands rough and callused, his breath often sour
with wine. It was not, therefore, for the pleasure of his company that the
worren vied with each other to be his chosen favorite, but for the pleasure of
the rich rewards of such a distinction.

The status of wife in the Amir's harem nmeant that a wonan joi ned the ranks of
t he powerful sorceresses who worked the pal ace magic. Any children born of
this union were legitimte sons and daughters of the Amir and, as such, were
often granted high places in court, to say nothing of the fact that any one
could be chosen as Qannadi's heir. A concubine m ght be | oaned out or even
given as a gift to a friend or associate. Not so a wife, who was kept in

wel | - guar ded secl usi on.

Such isolation did not nean that the wives were not a force in the world.

Yam na, Qannadi's head wife, was known to every grandee, noble, priest, and
lowy citizen to be the true ruler of the city of Kich. The I mam had, nore
than once, seen Meryem watching and |istening when he and Yani na were invol ved
in political discussions. There was no doubt that it was her ambition to gain
as much power as she was able.

But Qannadi never sent for her.

"I think the tine she spent living in the desert has driven her insane,"”

Yam na had confided during one of the many private and confidential talks with
the I mam she al ways managed to arrange in his chanbers in the Tenple. "Before
she left, she did everything possible to catch Qannadi's eye—danci ng naked in
the baths, flaunting her beauty, appearing unveil ed. "

Yam na al ways went into details describing such things to the I nam her
hand—by acci dent —+ouching the priest's thin leg or gliding gently along his
arm Sitting alone in his marvel ous chair, Feisal renenbered Yam na's words
and remenbered her touch as well. He frowned to hinself in displeasure.

"Since her return," Yam na had continued somewhat coldly, the priest having
sidl ed farther away from her on the sofa on which they both sat, "Meryem

bat hes in the norning when she knows the Amir is away reviewi ng his troops.
She hi des whenever the eunuch appears to select Qannadi's choice for the
night. If the Amir asks for dancers, she pleads that she is unwell."

78

VEI S AND HI CKMAN

THE PALADIN OF THE NI GHT

79

"What is the reason for this strange behavior?" Feisal asked. He recalled that
he had not been particularly interested, other than keeping hinmself aware of
all that concerned the Amir. "Surely she knows the risk she is taking? She is
already in disfavor. Qannadi is convinced she |lied about what happened to her
in the nomads' canp."

"I think she is in |ove,’
nearer Feisal.

"Wth the nomad?" Fei sal appeared amused. "A wild nan who smells of horse.”
"Awld man? Yes!" Yam na breathed, running her fingers along the Imanmis arm
Her veil had slipped fromher face, her hand artfully displaced the filny
fabric covering her neck and breasts, allowing the priest to see a beauty

Yam na said in a throaty, husky whisper, |eaning

still considered remarkable after forty years. "Awild man with eyes of fl ane,
a body hard and muscul ar, a nman accustoned to taki ng what he desires. A wonan
inlove with such a man will risk everything!"

"But this Khardan is dead," Feisal said coolly, rising to his feet and wal ki ng
around to the back of the sofa.

Biting her lip in frustration, Yanm na stood up. "Like other men | could
mention!" she hissed. Covering herself with her veil, she left his chanbers in
an angry rustle of silk.

Fei sal had not paid much heed to Yam na's words. She frequently used gossip
such as this in her attenpts to arouse himto a passion that his religious
soul viewed as onerous and disgusting, his commopn sense viewed as highly
dangerous. Now, however, he began to wonder.



"The concubi ne, Meryem" said the servant, startling Feisal out of his
reverie.

The Inmam |ooked up and saw a lithe, slender figure clothed in a pale blue
paranja standing, hesitating, inside the chanber's doorway. The light fromthe
flam ng brazier glis- ' tened on golden hair, just barely visible beneath the
folds of her veil. Bright blue eyes watched the Imamw th what the priest
noted was an al nost feverish |uster

D sm ssing the servant, Feisal beckoned.

"Come nearer, child,” he said, assuming a paternal tone, though he hinself was
only a few years ol der than the wonan.

Meryem crept forward and threw herself on the floor before him her arns

ext ended. Gazing down at her, the Imam saw that the girl was terrified. She
trenbled fromhead to toe, the fabric of her gown shivered as in a breeze, her
earrings and bracelets jingled in nervous agitation. Feisal sniled to hinself
in inward satisfaction, all the golden coins of his thoughts falling together

i n one bag. Bendi ng down, he took hold of her hand and rai sed her to her

knees, draw ng her cl ose.

"Meryem ny child,"” he began softly, his al nond eyes catching hers and hol di ng

them fast, "I have received reports saying that you are unwell. Now that | see
you, | know they are true! | am deeply concerned, both as your spiritua

advi ser and, nore inmportantly, as your friend."

He coul d not see her face, hidden behind her veil. But he saw the fear in the

eyes waver, the feathery brows cone together in confusion. This wasn't what
she had expected. The Imam grew nore and nore certain of hinself.

"What have you heard, |nmanP" she asked, casting out her line, fishing for

i nformati on.

Fei sal was quick to take the bait. "That you inagi ne someone is trying to

poi son you, that you refuse to eat or drink unless a slave tastes your portion
first. That you sleep with a dagger beneath your pillow. | realize that your
experiences in the desert anong the nomads nust have been quite frightening,
but you are safe fromthem now There is no way they can harm you—

"It isn't the nomads!" The words burst from Meryemis |ips before she could
stop them Realizing too late that the fish had just |anded the fishernman, she
turned deathly white and covered her veiled nouth with her hand.

"It isn't the nomads you fear," Feisal said with increasing gentl eness that
brought tears to the blue eyes. "Then it nust be soneone in the pal ace."

"No, it is nothing! Only ny foolishness! Please, let ne go, Imam" Meryem
begged, trying to free her hand fromdie priest's grasp

"Qannadi ?" Fei sal suggested. "Because you lied to hin®"

Meryem made a choked sound. Al npbst strangling, she sank down onto the fl oor
cowering in terror. "He will have ne killed!" she wail ed.

"No, no, ny child,"” the Imam said. Slipping out of the chair, the priest knelt
beside the girl and gathered her into his arms, rocking her and tal king to her
soot hingly. Yam na, had she been there, would have withed in jeal ousy
conpletely misplaced. The only desire Feisal felt was the intense
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desire to drain this girl of the vital information she had hidden in her
heart.

"On the contrary,” the Imamsaid to Meryem when her sobs grew cal nmer, "the
Amir has conpletely forgotten the incident. O course he knew you lied. Mre
than one of his men had reported seeing Gasi mfighting Khardan hand to hand.
Qannadi thought it very strange, then, to hear that his best Captain died of a
kni fe wound in the back!" Meryem groaned, shaking her head. "Hush, child.
Qannadi guessed only that you were trying to save your lover. Wth the war in
the south, he has nmore things on his mnd than concern over a concubine's
infidelity."

The bl ue eyes | ooked up at himover the edge of the veil. Shimering with



tears, they were wi de and i nnocent and Feisal wasn't fooled by themin the
| east.

"I's ... is that truly what he believes, |man?" Meryem asked, blinking her [ong
| ashes.
"Yes, ny dear," said Feisal, smling. Reaching up, he snoothed back a | ock of

bl ond hair that had slipped from beneath the head-covering. "He doesn't know
you were plotting to overthrow him"

Meryem gasped. Her body went rigid in the Inmams arns. She stared at him
wi I dly, and suddenly Feisal had another golden coin to add to his grow ng
accunul ation of wealth. "No," he said softly. "That's not quite true. Not were
plotting to overthrow him You are plotting to overthrow

1 . "

10
hi m
The tears in the blue eyes vani shed, burned away by shrewd, desperate
calculation. "I will do anything!" Meryemsaid in a tight, hard voice
"Anything you ask of me. | will be your slave!" She tore the veil from her
face. "Take me now" she said fiercely, pressing her body against Feisal's. "I
am your s—"

"I want nothing fromyou, girl," the priest said coldly, pushing her away from
him sending her sprawling onto the marble floor. "Nothing, that is, except
the truth. Tell me everything you know. Everything!" he added, speaking the

word slowy and with enphasis. "And renenber. | know rmuch already. If | catch
you in another lie, I will turn you over to Qannadi. Then you can tell your
story to the Lord Hi gh Executioner under nuch | ess pleasant circunstances!”

"I will tell you the truth, Imam" Meryemsaid, rising to her feet and
regarding Feisal with cool dignity. "I wll tell

you that the Arir is a traitor to Quar! Because of his sacril ege, the Cod

hi nsel f has ordained his downfall. | ambut H s hunble instrument,"” she added,

| owering her eyes nodestly.
Feisal found it difficult to maintain his countenance during this sudden
newfound religious fervor on Meryemis part. Pkcing his fingers over his
twitching lips, he notioned with the other hand for her to speak

"It is true that | |ove Khardan, Imam" Meryem began passionately. "And
because | love himl wanted nore than anything else to bring himto the

know edge of the One, the True God. | knew that the Amr planned to attack the
canp, of course, and | feared for Khardan's life. From some words of Yam na's,
| came to realize that Qannadi is afraid of Khardan and with reason,"” the girl
added loftily, "for he is strong and brave and a fierce warrior. | guessed
that the Amir mght try to have Khardan assassi nated

"Before the battle, therefore, | gave Khardan a charmto wear around his neck
Imam He thought it an ordinary amul et of good |uck, such as are nmade by the
backward wonmen of his tribe."”

"But it wasn't, was it?" said Feisal grinly.

"No, Ilmam" Meryem answered with some pride. "I ama skilled sorceress, al nost
as powerful as Yam na herself. Wen | spoke the word, the charm cast an
enchant nent over the nonad, sending himinto a deep sleep. It also acted as a
shield, preventing any weapon fromharmng him It was well | did so," she
sai d, her voice hardening, "for it was as | suspected. Going agai nst your
express conmmand that the nomads were not to be harned, Qannadi attenpted to
have Khardan nurdered. | caught Casimin the act."

She paused, glancing at the Imamfromthe corner of her eye, perhaps hoping to
see the priest fly into a rage at this news. Having been aware of it, Feisal
showed no enoti on what soever, and Meryem was forced to continue w thout having
any idea how the priest might be reacting. "I carried Khardan fromthe battle
on Gasims horse. | intended to bring himto Kich and place himin your care,
Imam so that the Amir would not have himkilled. Between the two of us, |
knew we could convert Khardan's soul to Quar!"

"I doubt you were interested in his soul so nuch as his body,

the | mam sai d



dryly. "Wat happened to spoil your little plan?"

Meryem s (ace flushed in anger, but she carefully con-
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trolled herself and went on smoothly with her story, as though there had been
no interruption. "I was waiting for Kaug, the 'efreet, to extend his hand and
take us up into the clouds when | saw, out of the corner of ny eye, that
madman comi ng up behind me and—=

"Madman?" Fei sal questioned curiously. "Wat nmadman?" "Just a madman, | mam "
Meryem said inpatiently. "A youth Khardan rescued fromthe slave traders here
in Kich. Khardan thought the boy was a woman, but he wasn't; he was a nan

wi thout hair on his face or chest who had dressed up in woman's clothing. The
ot her nomads wanted to execute him but Khardan wouldn't let them saying that
the youth was nmad because he clained to have cone fromover the sea and to be
a sorcerer. Then the witch woman—Khardan's wi fe—said that the youth should be
taken into Khardan's harem and that is why Khardan couldn't marry ne!"

Feisal didn't hear half of this involved and sonmewhat incoherent explanation
The words "over the sea" and "sorcerer"” had conpletely overwhel ned his nind

It was only with a violent effort that he managed to wench his thoughts back
to what Meryem was sayi ng

"—+he madman pulled ne fromthe horse and struck me savagely over the head.

When | woke up,"” she concluded pitifully, "I was as they found me—hal f - naked,
left for dead." "Khardan?"
"Gone, apparently, Imam | don't know. | didn't wake up until | was in the

pal ace. But when | questioned the soldiers, they had seen no sign of him™"
"And his body was never discovered," the Imam nmused. "No, it wasn't," Meryem
muttered, drawi ng her veil over her face once nore, keeping her eyes | owered.

"And why do you think this - . . this madman would strip off your cl othes?"
"I'sn't that obvious, if you will forgive me, Iman? To have his way with nme, of
course. "

"In the midst of a raging battle? He nust have been nad indeed!"

Meryem kept her gaze on the floor. "I—+ suppose, Imam that he was interrupted

in his foul deed—

"Mmm " Feisal |eaned forward. "Wuld it surprise you to hear that Khardan was
seen fleeing the field of battle, dressed in wonen's cl othes?"
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Meryem | ooked up, blue eyes open wi de. "O —of course!" she stanmered.

"Don't liel"

"AI'l right!" she cried wildly, stanping her small foot. "I didn't know, but I
suspected. It would have been the only way to escape the soldiers! There were
a lot of old hags left behind in the canp. If the soldiers saw Khardan dressed
as a wonan, they would probably just let himgo."

"And Khardan is still alive!" Feisal said softly. "You know it and you are
hopi ng he will cone back!"

"Yes!"

"How do you know?"

"The enchantnent will continue working to keep himfromharm as |ong as he

wears the neckl ace.
"But soneone may have renoved it, taken it off. Perhaps the madnman." Feisa
sank back into the chair, his brows knotted. "If he is truly a sorcerer—
"That is nonsense!" Meryemsaid spiritedly. "Only wonen have the magic. Al
know t hat!"

"Still . . ." Feisal seemed lost in thought. Then, shrugging, he returned to
the matter at hand. "You do not specul ate that he may be alive, Meryem You
know he is alive! You know where he is, and that is why you have been afraid.

Because you think that he will turn up any nonment and chall enge the Amr, who
will then begin to suspect there is a snake hiding in his fig basket—=
"No! | swear—

"Tell me, Meryem O"—eisal caught hold of her hand—"woul d you prefer to
tell the Lord H gh Executioner as he flays the skin fromthese delicate bones.



Meryem snat ched her hand away. The veil, stained with sweat and tears, clung

danply to her face. "I—+ l|ooked into the scrying bow," she murnured. "If

if he was dead, | would see his ... his body."

"But you didn't?"

"No!" Her voice was faint.

"You saw himalive!"

"No, not that either. ..."

"I growtired of these evasions!" The Inam s voice cracked, and Meryem

shuddered, the words flicking over her |ike a whip.

"I amnot lying now, Imam" sbe cried, casting herself upon the floor and

| ooking up at himpleadingly. "He is alive,
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but he is covered by a cloud of darkness that hides himfromny sight. It is
magi ¢, | suppose. But like no magic | have ever seen before! |I do not know

its meaning!"

There was silence in the Tenple chanber, a silence so deep and thick and

reverent that Meryem stifled her sobs, holding her breath so as not to disturb

it or the Imam whose al nond eyes stared unseeing into the shadows.

Finally, the Imamstirred. "You are right. You are in danger in the pal ace."

Lifting her head, Meryem gazed at himw th incredul ous, unbelieving hope

dawni ng i n her eyes.

"What's nore, you are being wasted. | amgoing to suggest to the Amr that you
be sent to live in the city with the nomads. Khardan's nother, | believe, is
one who was captured and brought to Kich."

"But what will | tell thenP" Meryem sat back on her knees. "They think I am

the Sultan's daughterl They woul d expect the Amr to execute ne!"

"An expert on lying such as yourself should have no trouble coming up with a
story that will nmelt their hearts," Feisal remarked. "The Amir was going to
have you thrown fromthe Tower of Death but then he succunbed to your charns.
He begged you to marry him but you—toyal to your nomadi ¢ prince—+efused.
Qannadi hurled you in the dungeon and fed you only on bread and water. He beat
you. Still you remmined true. Finally, know ng he could never have you, he
cast you into the streets. "

Meryem s |ips cane together, the blue eyes glistened. "Lash marks and

brui ses," she said. "The guards nust throw nme out at m dday, when there is a
crowd—

"Anything you want," the Imaminterrupted, suddenly inpatient for the girl to
be gone and |l eave himto his thoughts. d apping his hands, he caused the
servant to appear. "Return to the seraglio. Make your preparations. | will
speak to the Amir this evening and convince himof the necessity of replanting
our spy anong the nonads." He waved his hand. "Get up. Your thanks are not
necessary. You are serving Quar, as you said. And Meryem—"

This to the girl as she was rising to her feet.

"Yes, | man®?"

"Anyt hi ng you di scover concerni ng Khardan—anything at all—you will informne."
"Yes, Imam" she said glibly.

Too glibly. Feisal |eaned forward in the saksaul chair. "Know this, ny ghild.
If | hear his nane on the tongue of another before I hear it on yours, | wll
have that tongue torn from your nouth. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Imam" All glibness disappeared.

"Very well. You may go. Quar's blessing attend you."

When the girl and the servant were gone, Feisal sank back into the chair. H's
el bow resting on the hard, carved surface of the chair arm the I mam all owed
his head to sink into his hand as though the weight of his contenplations was
too nmuch for his neck to bear. The nomads . . Khardan . . the Amr

Achnmed ... His thoughts tunbled about in his mnd like rocks in a jeweler's
pol i shing wheel. One only he found rough, uncut, disturbing.



The madnman .

Chapter 4

The prison guards sat hunched in the neager shade afforded by the squat,
squar e gat ehouse, their backs pressed against the cool wall that had not yet
been baked by the sun. It "was nearly noon and the shade was dw ndling

rapi dly. Soon the heat of afternoon would drive theminside the gatehouse
itself. They avoided that as |ong as possible. Entering the clay-brick

dwel ling was tantanmount to entering an oven. But though the heat inside was
intense, it had at |east the advantage of providing shelter fromthe
sweltering sun. As the | ast vestige of shade was vani shing, the guards,
grunmbling, rose to their feet. One of the younger nudged an ol der man, his
superior, and pointed.

"Sol diers."

Squinting into the sunlight, the commandant peered out toward the souks,

al ways thankful for some change in the nonotony of his watch. Several of the
Amir's soldiers, splendid in their colorful uniforms, were urging their horses
t hrough the crowds in the bazaar. The people scattered before them nothers
grabbi ng up small children, the merchants quickly renoving their nost val uabl e
items fromdisplay and shoving their daughters behind die curtained
partitions. If the crowd was too thickly packed together, and the horses could
not get through, the soldiers cleared a path, lashing out efficiently with
their riding sticks, ignoring the cursing and the angry shouts that died away
to a hushed awe when the crowd caught sight of the man riding behind the
sol di ers.
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"The Amir," the commandant muttered. "1 think he's conming here," said the
young guard. "Pah!" The ol der guard spat on the ground, but his gaze was fixed
warily on the retinue that was making its way through the bazaars. "I think
you're right," he said slowy, after a nonent's pause. Wirling around, he
began bell owi ng orders that brought other sleepy guards to their feet, hastily
stunbling across the conpound at the conmandant's call.

"What's the matter with Hand?" he bell owed, noting that one of the guards was
not respondi ng. "Drunk again? Drag hi minside the gatehouse! Quickly! And | ook
to your uniforns! Wat's that? Bl ood? Yours, too? Tell himit's fromthe
thief. What's that? The man died two days ago? Wrse |uck! Keep out of sight,
then! The rest of you—+try to look alert, if that's possible, you sons of pigs.
Now go on! Back to your places!"

Muttering inprecations on the heads of everyone fromthe Amir to the comatose
Hamd, whose |inp, flabby body was bei ng dragged uncerenoni ously across the
ground to the gatehouse, the conmmandant began pushing and shoving his

bl eary-eyed nmen toward their assigned positions, sone of the slower being
assisted on their way by sound thwacks fromthe conmandent's thick cudgel

The clattering of horses' hooves drew nearer. Qulping for breath, sweating
profusely, the commandant cast one final glance around his prison. At |east,
he thought thankfully, the prisoners had been put back in their cells
followi ng the m dday exercise period. In the darkness of the Zi ndan, swollen
cheeks, split lips, and bl ackened eyes were not readily apparent. Neither were
bl ood stains on tunics, for that matter. Just to be safe, however, the
commandant's dull mind was funmbling with excuses for going against the Amr's
express orders that the prisoners—particularly the nomads—aere not to be

physi cal |y abused. The commandant was just fabricating a full-scale riot that
had forced himto resort to the use of force when the younger guard
interrupted his |unbering thoughts.

"Way is the Anmir coming here? Is this customary?”

"No, by Sul!"

The two were standing at sone senbl ance of attention in front of the gatehouse
and the commrandant —keepi ng eyes forward with a grin of wel cone pl astered
across his face—was forced to talk out of the side of his nouth.

The old Sultan never canme within a thousand paces of



88 VEI S AND H CK MAN

the place, if he could help it. And when he was forced to ride past, he did so
in a covered sedan chair with the curtains pulled tightly shut, holding an
orange stuck all over with cloves to his nose to ward away the snell."

"Then why do you suppose the Amir's coming?" "How in Quar's nanme shoul d

know?" the conmandant grunted, surreptitiously mopping his face with his

sl eeve, "Sonething to do with those damm nomads no doubt. It's bad enough we
have the priest skul king about, sticking his nose into everything. Quar

forgive me." The commandant gl anced warily up at the heavens. "1'll be glad
when the | ot of themare out of here.”
"When will that be?" "When they convert, of course.” ~Theyll die first"

"All the sane to ne."'
very long. Shhh!"
The nen fell silent, the comandant shifting uneasily, longing to turn his
head and | ook behind himto see that everything was in order but not daring to
al |l ow hi s nervousness to show. Behind him be could hear Hand's drunken voice
suddenly raise in a bawdy song. The commandant's bl ood began throbbing in his
tenmpl es, but then canme a sound as of someone thunping an overripe nmelon, a
muf f1 ed groan, and the singing ceased.

The sol diers on horseback trotted up to the gate. At their |eader's comand,
they spread out in a straight line, sitting stiffly at attention in their

saddl es, their magi cal horses standing as still as if they had turned back to
t he wood out of which they were created. The Captain raised his sword with a
flourish. Qannadi, who had been riding a short distance behind his troops,
cantered forward. Returning his Captain's salute, he dismunted. Eyes flicking
here and there over the prison and its yards, he slowy approached the
sweat i ng comandant. The Captain foll owed.

In the old days, if the Sultan had taken it into his head to visit the

pri son—whi ch was about as likely as if he had taken it into his head to fly to
t he mbon—such a visit could never have been acconplished w thout hundreds of
guards surrounding his sacred person; slaves carrying his chair and rolling
out velvet carpets so that he mght not soil his silken shoes upon the
unwort hy ground; several other litters bearing his favorite w ves, who would
be peepi ng out between the
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curtains and holding their veils over their nouths; nore slaves carrying huge
feathered fans to keep away the flies that found the prison a veritable
feasting ground.

The Sultan woul d have stayed four minutes, five at the nost, before the hot
sun and the stench and the general unpl easantness of the place drove hi m back
into the perfumed sil ken shelter of his palanquin. Watching the Amir walk with
| ong, purposeful strides over the hard-baked ground, appearing cool and cal m
hi s nose not even winkling, the conmandant heartily m ssed the ol d days.

"O Mghty King!" The conmandant dropped to his belly on the blisteringly hot
ground, looking —in this undignified attitude —very nmuch like a toad and
adding nothing to the already deplorable state of his uniform "Such an honor

The conmandant shrugged. "Either way, it shouldn't take

"CGet up!" Qannadi said with disgust. "lI've no time for that. 1'mhere to see
one of your prisoners.”

The commandant scranbled to his feet but left his heart lying on the pavenent.
VWhi ch prisoner? Hopefully not one who had been chastised too severely.
"Filthy wetches, O King. Unworthy of such attention! | beg of you —"

"Open the gate.”

The conmmandant had no choice except to obey. H s hands shook so that he could
not fit the key into the latch, however, and Qannadi nade a sign. The Amir's
Captai n stepped forward, took the keys fromthe shaken guard, and opened the
gate that rotated on its hinges with a shrill squeak. Thrusting his way past
the stamreri ng conmandant, the Amir entered the prison conpound.

"Where is the cell of Achnied, the nonad?"



"On ... on the lower level, third to your left. But do not offend your spirit
by entering the House of the, Dammed, Your Majesty!" Panting, the commandant
waddl ed about six steps behind the swiftly wal king general. "My eyes are
accustoned to the sight of these dregs of humanity. Allow ne to bring the
kafir into your Exalted Presence, O King. "

Qannadi hesitated. He had intended to enter the prison and talk to Achmed in
his cell. But now that he stood before the ugly, w ndow ess building, now that
he could snell the snmell of human refuse and despair, now that he could hear
faintly the mobans of hopel essness and pain coming frominside, the general's
courage —whose flanme had never once died on the field of battle —wavered and
di med. He was
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accustoned to death and misery in war, he would never grow accustoned to death
and m sery where men were caged |ike beasts.

"The gatehouse is quite confortable this tinme of day, O Magnificent One," the
conmandant suggested, seeing the Amir hesitate.

"Very well, " Qannadi said abruptly, turning his steps and attenpting to

i gnore the audi bl e whoosh of relief that escaped the commuandant.

"Go ahead!" the commandant shouted at the young guard, who was standing rooted
to the spot, staring at the Amr in awe. "Mke the gatehouse ready for H's

Maj esty! "

By dint of several frantic hand notions behind the Amr's back and a series of
t hreateni ng gri maces, the conmandant managed to convey the message to the
dunbf ounded young guard that he was to nake certain the drunken Hand was out
of sight. Catching on, the young man bolted away, and Qannadi entered the
sultry shadows of the bare brick roomjust in time to hear a scuffling sound
and see the soles of the boots of the unfortunate Hand di sappear into a back
room A door slammed shut.

Pi cking up an overturned chair, the Captain of the Amr's guard placed it at a
crude table for Qannadi who, however, seened to prefer pacing about the small
dwel | i ng. The commandant appeared, gasping for breath, in the doorway.

"Wl |l ?" said Qannadi, glaring at the man. "Go get the prisoner!”

"Yes, O King!" The commandant had conpletely forgotten this small matter. He
vani shed precipitously fromthe doorway. d ancing out a small w ndow, Qannad
saw t he man runni ng across the conpound, headcloth flapping in the wind of his
exertions. G ancing at die Captain, the Amr raised his eyebrows. The Captain
silently shook his head.

"Cl ear everyone out," Qannadi ordered, notioning toward the back room

The Captain acted i mediately on his orders and by the tine Qannadi saw the
conmandant returni ng across the conpound, shoving a reluctant and unwi |l ing
Achnted along in front of him the building had been enptied of all its
occupants, including a dazed and bl oody Hand. The Captain of the guard took up
hi s post outside die door

The puffing and panting commandant appeared in the entrance. Dragging the
young man by die arm he thrust

Achned inside the gatehouse. The nonmad stood in the cool shadows, dazed,

bl i nki ng his eyes, glancing around in confusion.

"Bow Bow to the Amir, dog of an unbeliever!" the commandant shouted angrily.
It was obvious to Qannadi that the sun-blinded young man had no idea an Anir
or anyone else was in die room But when Achned did not respond fast enough to
suit the commandant, he kicked die youth painfully in the back of the knees,
causing his legs to buckle. Gipping himby the back of his tunic, the
conmandant bashed t he young man's head on die floor

"I apol ogize for the dog's ill manners, O Exalted One—=

"Cet out!" -said Qannadi coldly. "I want to speak to die prisoner in private."
The commandant gl anced uneasily at Achmed, |ying pros-

; trate on die floor, and spread his hands in a deprecating



manner. "1 would not be so bold as to di sobey an order of ny

king but I would be remiss in ny duties if |I did not inform

H's Majesty that these kafir are wild beasts—

"Are you saying that | —General of the Armies of Quar's Chosen—annot deal with
one ei ghteen-year-old boy?" Qannadi inquired snoothly.

"No! No! Assuredly not, O King!" babbled the comman- | dant, sweating so it
appeared he mght nelt into a puddl e on the spot.

"Then | eave. The Captain of ny guard will be posted outside. In case |I find
nmysel f in any danger, | can always yell '- for himto conme rescue ne."

Not know ng exactly what to make of this speech, the dull-wtted commandant
stamered out that diis know edge would be of great confort to him Disgusted,
Qannadi turned H s back upon the prison guard and gazed out a square w ndow at
nothing with nmagnificent aplonb. The folds of the ; haik hiding his face, the
Amir was able to turn his head slightly to see what was happeni ng behind him
out of the corner of his eye. The commandant, casting a swift, fearful glance
at his king, adm nistered a swift, savage kick to Achned, catching the boy
painfully in the crook of his knee. H's face dark, the commandant raised a
fist at his prisoner direaten-ingly, then, bobbing up and down |like a beggar's
nmonkey, backed out die door, fervent in his praise of die Armir, the Enperor
Quar, the Imam the Amir's w ves, and anyone el se he could think of.
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H's hand itching to draw his sword and rid the world of this specinmen of
humani ty, Qannadi kept his back turned until a scuffle, the sound of his
Captain's voice, and a whine assured himthat the commandant had been hustl ed
of f the prenises.

Still Qannadi did not turn around.

"CGet up,"” he ordered the young man gruffly. "I detest seeing a man grovel,"
He heard the sharp intake of breath as Achmed stood upon his injured | eg but
even that indication of weakness was qui ckly choked off by the young nan.
Qannadi turned around just in time to see the nomad draw hinsel f up, standing
straight and tall and facing the Amir with defiance.

"Sit down," said Qannadi

Startled, seeing only one chair and realizing—barbarian though he was—that no
one ever sat in the presence of the king, Achned remained standing.

"I said sit down!" Qannadi snapped irritably. "That was a command, young man,
and—+i ke it or not—you are in no position to di sobey ny conmands!"

Slowy, his face carefully inpassive, Achmed sank down into the chair,
gritting his teeth to keep the gasp of pain fromslipping out.

"Are the guards mistreating you?" Qannadi asked abruptly.

"No," lied the young man.

The Amir turned his head back to the wi ndow again to hide the enmotion on his
face. The "no" had not been spoken out of fear. It had been spoken in pride.
Qannadi renenbered suddenly anot her young nan who had nearly died of a
festering arrow wound because he was too proud to admt he'd been hit.

The Amir cleared his throat and turned back again.

"You will address ne as 'King,' or 'Your Mjesty,’ he said. Wl king over to
t he door, he glanced outside to see his nmen, nmounted on their horses, waiting
patiently in line in the hot sun. He knew his men would remain there
unconpl ai ning until they dropped but—agi c or not—the animals were begi nning
to suffer. Cursing hinself, aware that in his preoccupation he'd forgotten
them the Amir ordered the Captain to disperse the guard and see that the
horses were watered. The Captain left, and the Amir and the young man were

al one.
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"How | ong have you been confined here?" Qannadi asked, com ng over to gaze
down upon the young man.

Shruggi ng, Achmed shook hi s head.

"A nmont h? Two? A year? You don't know? Ah, good. That means we are starting to
break you."



The young man | ooked up swiftly, eyes glittering.

"Yes," Qannadi continued inperturbably. "It takes spirit, an effort of wll,
to keep track of the passing of time when one .is in a situation where each
day of misery blends into a night pf despair until all seemalike. You' ve seen
the wretches who' ve been here for years. You' ve seen bow they live only for

t he nmonent when they receive their worny bread and their cup of rancid water.
Less than animals, aren't they? Many forget how to talk." Qannadi saw fear
darken the young man's eyes and he smled to hinself in inner satisfaction. "I
know, you see. | was in prison nyself for a tinme. | wasn't nuch ol der than
you, fighting the warriors of the Geat Steppes.

"They are fierce fighters, those men of Hanmah. Their wonen fight al ongside
them | swear by Quar that is the truth," Qannadi added gravely, seeing
Achned's stare of disbelief. "They are a |l arge, big-boned race—the wonen as
big as the men. They have golden hair that, frombirth, is never cut. Men and
worren both wear it in braids that hang down bel ow their waists. \Wen they
fight, they fight in pairs—husband and wife or couples betrothed to be
married. The nman stands upon the right to wield sword and spear, the woman
stands to his left, holding a great, huge shield that protects themboth. If
her husband is killed, the wife fights on until either his death is avenged or
she herself (alls beside his body." Qannadi shook his head. "And woe betide
the man who takes the life of a shieldmid."

Pain forgotten, Achned listened with shining, wondering "eyes. Gatified,
Qannadi paused a nonment to enjoy this audience. He had told this story to his
own sons and received only stifled yawns or bored, glazed stares in return

"I was lucky." Qannadi smiled wyly. "I didn't have a chance to kill anyone.
was di sarmed the first pass and knocked unconsci ous. They took me prisoner and
cast me into their dungeons that are carved out of rock into the sides of
mountains. At first, | was like you. My life was over, | thought. | cursed ny
bad luck that | hadn't fallen among ny conrades. The Hammadi ans are a j ust
peopl e, however. They
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offered all of us the chance to work out our servitude, but | was too proud. |
refused. | sat in ny cell, wallowing in ny nmisery, day after day, blind to
what was happening to ne. Then sonething occurred that opened ny eyes."
"What ?" Achmed spoke before he thought. Face flushed, he bit his lip and

| ooked away.

Qannadi kept his own face carefully smooth and inpassive. "Wen the Hamuadi
first captured me, they beat nme every day. They had a post planted in the
center of the prison yard and they would put a nman up against it |like so"—the
Am r denonstrated—"and chain his hands to the top. Then they stripped the
clothes frommy back and struck a | eather thong across ny shoulders. To this
day | bear the scars." Qannadi spoke wi th unconscious pride. He wasn't

wat chi ng Achmed now, but was | ooking back, into his past. "Then one day they
didn't beat ne. Another passed, and another, and they continued to | eave ne

al one. My conrades—those that still |ived—aere being puni shed. But not ne. One
day | overheard another prisoner demand to know why | al one was spared this
harsh treat nment.

"Can you guess their answer?" The Amir | ooked at Achnmed intently.

The young man shook his head.

" "We do not beat the whipped dog.' "

There was silence in the gatehouse. Because it had been many years since he
had t hought of this incident, Qannadi had not realized that the pain and shane
and humiliation was still” within him festering |like that arrow wound of |ong

ago.
" '"We do not beat the whipped dog,' " he repeated grimy. "I saw then that I
had |l et nysel f become not hing but an ani mal —-an obj ect of pity, beneath their
contenpt."

"What did you do?" The words were forced through clenched teeth. The young man
stared at hands cl asped tightly in his |ap.



"I went to themand | offered nyself as their sl ave.
eneny?" Achned | ooked up, his black eyes scornful

"You worked for your

"I worked for nyself,"” the Amir replied. "I could have proudly rotted to death
in their prison. Believe nme, young man, at that point in my life, death would
have been the easy way out. But | was a soldier. | rem nded nyself that | had
been captured, | had not surrendered. And to die in their
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foul prison would be to adnmit defeat. Besides, one never knows the paths Cod
has chosen one to wal k. "

The Amir glanced surreptitiously at Achmed as he said this last, but the young
man' s head was bowed again, his gaze fixed upon his cl enched hands.

"And, as it turned out, Quar chose wisely. | was sent to work on the formof a
great general in the Hanmadi arny. TTieir armes are not as ours," Qannad
continued. Staring out his w ndow, he saw not the crowded souks of Kich but
the vast, rolling prairies of the Geat Steppes. "The armies are under the
control of certain rich and powerful men, who hire and train their soldiers at
their own expense. In time of war, the king calls these armes to cone fight
for the defense of the land. O course, there is always the chance that the
general m ght beconme too powerful and decide that he wants to be king, but
that is a danger all rulers nust face.

"I was put to work in the fields of this man's farm At first, | regretted
that | had not died in the prison. | was thin, emaciated. My nuscl es had
atrophi ed during ny long confinement. Mre than once, | sank down anpong the

weeds with the thought that | would never rise again. But | did. Sonetines the
overseer's lash hel ped ne up. Sometines | nyself struggled to ny feet. And, as
time passed, | grew strong and fit once nore. My interest in life and, nore

i mportantly, ny interest in soldiering returned. My master was constantly
exercising his troops, and every nmonment | could escape fromny |abors | spent
wat chi ng. He was an excellent general, and the lessons | |earned from himhave
hel ped me all nmy life. Particularly, | studied the art of infantry fighting,
for in this these people were nost skilled. At length, he noticed nmy interest.
Far from being of fended, as | feared, he was pl eased.

"He took ne fromthe fields and set ne among his troops. My life was not easy,
for | was different, a foreigner, and they did everything they could to test
me. But | gave as good as | got, nost of the time, and eventually earned their
respect and that of ny general. He made ne one of his personal guard. | fought
at his side for two years."

Achned stared in blank astoni shment at this, but Qannadi seemed no | onger
aware of the boy's presence.

"He was a great soldier, a noble and honorable nman. | loved himas | have

| oved no other, before or since. He died on the field of battle. I, nyself,
avenged his death and was
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gi ven the honor of placing the severed head of his eneny at his feet as he |ay

upon his funeral bier. |I cast my lighted torch onto the oil-soaked wood and
bid his soul godspeed to whatever heaven he believed in. Then | left."
Qannadi ' s voi ce was soft. The young man had to |l ean forward to hear him "I
wal ked for many nonths until | reached my homel and once nore. Qur gl orious
Enperor was only a king then. | came before himand laid ny sword at his
feet."

Sighing, the Amir withdrew his gaze fromthe wi ndow and turned to | ook at
Achned. "It is a curiosity, that sword. A two-handed broadsword it is called
in the north. It takes two hands to wield it. Wien | first was given one,
could not even lift it fromthe floor. | still have it, if you would like to
see it."

The young man gl owered at him dark eyes wary, sullen, suspicious.
"Why are you telling me this tale?" He rudely refused to use the proper form
of address, and the Amir—though he noticed—did not press him



"I came because | deplore waste. As for why | told you ny story, | am not
certain." Qannadi paused, then spoke softly. "You take a wound in battle and
it can heal conpletely and never bother you again. Then, years later, you see
a man hit in exactly the sane place and suddenly the pain returns—as sharp and
pi ercing as when the steel first bit into your flesh. Wen | | ooked into your
face, Achned, | felt the pain. "

The young man's shoul ders sl unped. The pride and anger that had kept himalive
drained fromhis body like blood froma nortal wound. Looking at Achmed,
Qannadi had one of those rare flashes of illumination that sonmetinmes, in the
dark night of wandering through this life, lights the way and shows the soul

of another. Perhaps it was seeing once again in his mnd Khardan and Achned

t oget her, standing before his throne—ene brother proud and handsone, the other
| ooking at himwith conplete and total adoration. Perhaps it was the | nmam
telling himthe strange tale of Khardan's alleged flight fromthe battle.
Perhaps it came fromwithin the Anmir hinmself and the menmory of his own starved
chi | dhood, the father who had abandoned him Watever it was, Qannadi suddenly
knew Achnmed better than he knew any of his own sons, knew himas well as he

li ad conme to know hi nsel f.
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He saw a young man deprived of the light of a father's | ove and pride, grow ng
in the shadow cast by an ol der brother. Instead of letting this enmbitter him
Achnmed had sinply transferred the love for his father to his ol der brother

who had—Qannadi knew—+eturned it warmy. But Khardan had betrayed him if not
by an act of cowardice (and the Amu-found it difficult to believe such a wild
tale) then at |east by dying. The boy was left with no one—father, brother

all were gone.

Going up to the young man, Qannadi put his hand on his shoulder. He felt
Achnmed flinch, but the boy did not pull away fromthe Amir's touch

"How ol d are you?"

"Ei ghteen," canme the nuffled response. "I—+ had a birthday."

And no one renenbered, Qannadi thought. "I was the sanme age mnyself when | was
captured by the Hanmadi ." A lie. The Amir had been twenty, but that was not

i mportant. "Are you a whi pped dog, Achmed? Are you going to |lie down on your
master's grave and di e?" The boy cringed. "Or are you going to live your own
l[ife? | told you | deplore waste. You are a fine young man! | could w sh ny
own sons to be nore like you!"

A touch of bitterness crept into the voice. Qannadi fell silent, mastering his
enotions. Achmed was too preoccupied with his own to notice, although he would
recall it later.

"I came here to make you an offer," Qannadi continued. "I watched the Battle
at the Tel. My nen are good soldiers, but it took four of themto one of yours
to conquer your people. It is not that you are nore skilled in handling your

weapons, | believe, but in handling your horses. Quar has given us nagica
beasts but, it seens, He has not seen fit to train themin the art of warfare.
I nstead of your people breaking your hearts in this prison, | give you the

chance to earn your freedom

Achned's body held rigid for a monent. Slowy he raised his head to | ook
directly into Qannadi's eyes.

"All we would do is train the horses?"

"Yes."

"W woul d not be forced to join your arny? Forced to fight?"

"No, not unless you wanted."

"The horses we train will not fight our own people?"
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"My son"—Qarnmadi used the word unconsciously, never realizing he had spoken it
until he saw the eyes looking into his blink, the lids | ower abruptly—your
people are no nore. | do not tell you this to attenpt to trick you or
denoralize you. | speak the truth. If you cannot hear it in ny voice, then
l[isten to your own heart."



Achned did not respond but sat, head down, his hands graspi ng spasnodically at
the snmooth top of the crude wooden table, seeking sonething to hold onto and
not finding it.

"I will not nake you convert to our God," the Amr added gently.

At this, Achned raised his head. He | ooked, not at Qannadi, but eastward, into
the desert that could not be seen for the prison walls.

"There is no God," the young man answered tonel essly.

Chapter 5

The nonads of the Pagrah desert believed that the world was flat and that they
were in its center. The huge and splendid city of Khandar—as far distant, in
their mnds, as a renote star—glittered somewhere to the north of them and
beyond Khandar was the edge of the world. To the west was the city of Kich

t he nountains, the great Hum Sea, and, finally, the edge of the world. To the
south was nore desert, the cities of the land of Bas in the southeast, and the
edge of the world. To the east was the Sun's Anvi Whe edge of the world.

It was rumored anong the nonadic tribes that the city dwellers spoke of the
exi stence of another great sea to the east, beyond the Sun's Anvil, and had
even given it a name—the Kurdin Sea. The nonmads scoffed at this belief—-what
coul d one expect of people who built walls around their |ives—and spoke
scornfully of the Kurdin Sea, referring to it inironic terms as the Waters of
Tara-kan and considering it the biggest lie they had heard since sone insane
mar about of Quar's had ventured into the desert a generation ago, babbling
that the world was round, |ike an orange.

There was al so runored to be a lost city somewhere in the Sun's Anvil—a city
of fabul ous wealth, buried beneath the dunes. The nomads rather liked this

i dea and kept the tradition of Serinda alive, using it to illustrate to their
children the mutability of all things made by the hands of man.

The djinn could have told their masters the truth of the matter. They could
have told themthat there was a sea to the
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east, that there had been a city in the Sun's Anvil, that Khandar did not
stand at the top of the world nor was the Pagrah desert the world' s center

The i mortal beings knew all this and nmuch nore besides but did not inpart
this information to their masters. The djinn had one abiding rule: Wien in the
service of humans, you who are all know ng know not hing and they who know

not hing are all know ng.

To be fair to the nomads, the average city dweller of Kich or Khandar or
Idrith thought the world considerably smaller.. Let the madrasahs teach
differently. Let the Imam preach about bringing the kafir who lived in | ands
beyond to a know edge of the True God. To the coppersmith, the weaver, the
baker, the fabric dyer, the lamp seller—the world's center was the four walls
of his dwelling, its heart the souk where he sold his skill or his wares, its
edge the wall surrounding the city.

Bom and bred in the court of an enlightened Enperor, the |Imam knew the truth
about the world. So did the Amr, who—though not an educated nan—had seen too
much of it with his own eyes not to believe that there was al ways nore over
the next hill. The |l earned scholars in the Enperor's court taught that the
worl d was round, that the land of Sardish Jardan was just one of nany | ands
floating atop the waters of several great oceans, and that people of many

| ands and nmany different beliefs lived in these | ands—peopl e who were to be
drawn inevitably into the arns of Quar. Thus, when the |Imam heard from Meryem
about a madnman who clained to have conme fromover the sea, Feisal considered
this news worthy of being passed on to his Cod.

The | mam prepared for his Holy Audi ence by fasting two days and a night, his
lips touching only water and that sparingly. Such a feat was no hardship for
Fei sal, who had fasted whole nmonths at a tine in order to prove that the body



could be subdued and disciplined by the spirit. This short fast was undertaken
to purge the unworthy house of the spirit of all outside influences. During
this time, the Imam kept strictly to hinmself, refusing contact w th anyone
fromthe outside (particularly Yam na), who nmight draw his thoughts from
heaven. He broke his self-inposed restriction only twi ce—ence to talk at
length with Meryem another to question the nomad, Saiyad.

The night of the Audience cane. Feisal bathed hinself in water nade frigid by
die addition of snow hauled fromthe

mount ai n tops; snow that was used in the palace to cool the wi ne, used by the
Imamto nortify his flesh. This done, he anointed his unworthy body with
scented oils, to nake it nore pleasing to the God. At the hour of mnidnight,
when the weary minds and bodies of other nortals found solace fromtheir
sorrows in sleep, Feisal stripped hinself of all his clothes except for a
cloth wapped about his thin loins. Trenbling, in an ecstasy of holy fervor,
he entered the Inner Tenple. Carefully, reverently, he struck the
copper - and-brass gong on the altar three tinmes. Then he prostrated hinself
flat on the floor before the golden ram s head and waited, his skin shivering
with excitenment and the chill of the air.

"You have called, ny priest, and | have cone. Wiat is it you want?"

The voice caressed him The |Imam caught his breath in rapture. He longed to

| ose hinself in that voice, to be lifted fromthis body with its weak need for
food and water, its unclean habits, its inpure lusts, its unholy longings. It
was with an effort that the Imamrem nded hi nself of what Quar had told him
when the priest was young—t was through this unworthy body that the | nam
could best serve his Master. He must use it, though he nust fight constantly
never to let it use him

Knowi ng this and know ng, too, that he had to wench his soul fromthe peace
it longed to attain in heaven back to the travails of the world, the | nmam
lifted a silver dagger and thrust the knife blade with practiced skill into
his ribs. There were nmany such scars on the Inmam s body; scars he kept hidden
fromview, for know edge of such self-inflicted torture would have shocked the
H gh Priest hinself. The pain, the knowl edge of his nortality, the blood
runni ng down his oiled skin—all brought Feisal crashing down from heaven and
enabl ed himto discuss the concerns of humans with his God. ':' Pressing his
hand over his side, feeling the warm bl ood well between his fingers, Feisa
slowy drew hinself to a kneeling position before the altar

"I have been in contact with the nomads and | have heard, O Myst Holy Quar, a
very strange thing. There is or was a man |living anong the foll owers of Akhran
who clainmed to have cone fromover the sea and—what's nore—who clained to
possess the magic of Sul."

The very air around the priest quivered with tension. Feeling now no pain from
hi s wound, Feisal reveled in the

102

VEI S AND H1CKMAN

sensation of know ng that, as he had believed, this information was wel cone to
his God

"I's your informant reliable?"

"Yes, Holy One, particularly because she considers this to be of little

i nportance. The man is dismssed as nmad."

"Describe him"

"Hie man is a youth of about eighteen years with hair the color of flame and a
hairl ess face and chest. He goes about disguised in wonmen's clothes to hide
his identity. My informant did not see himpractice magic, but she sensed it
wi t hi n hi m—er thought she did."

"And where is this man?"

"That is the strange part, Hazrat Quar. The nman escaped capture by the

sol diers when they raided the canp. He interfered with plans to bring that

nost dangerous of the nonmads—Khardan—nto our custody. Both the nmadnan and
Khar dan have di sappeared under nysterious circunstances. Their bodi es were not
found, yet—according to those | have questi oned—either has been seen. Wat is



stranger still is that nmy informant, a skilled sorceress, knows Khardan to be
alive, yet, when using her magic to search for him she finds her nystic

vi sion obscured by a cloud of inpenetrable darkness."

The Cod's silence hummed around the Imam or perhaps it was a buzzing in his
ears. Feisal was growi ng dizzy and light-headed. Gimy, he clung to

consci ousness until his God should have no further need of him

"You have done well, my servant, as usual," spoke Quar finally. "Should you
hear or discover anything further about this nman from across the sea, bring it
to ny attention at once."

"Yes, Holy One," murmured Feisal ecstatically.

The darkness was suddenly enpty and cold. The God's, presence in the |nner
Tenpl e was gone. The bliss drained fromthe Imam s body. Shivering with pain,
he rose unsteadily to his feet and crept over to where his pallet lay on the
cold marble fl oor. Knees weak, he -sank down onto it and groped with a shaking
hand for a roll of soft cloth he had hidden beneath it. Pulling it out,

Feisal with his fading strength—-bound the bandage tightly about his wound.

H s consci ousness slipped from himand he slunped down upon the bl oodst ai ned
pallet. The ball of cloth fell fromhis hand and rolled, unw nding, across the
bl ack, chill floor.

Chapter 6

W do not beat the whipped dog. . . . Are you going to |lie down on your
master's grave and die?

Crouched in his dark cell, Achmed repeated the Amir's words to hinself. It was

true. Everything the Amir sai,d was true
"How | ong have | been in prison? Two weeks? Two nont hs?" Despairing, Achned

shook his head. "Is it nmorning or night?" He had no idea. "Have | been fed
today, or was that yesterday's neal | renmenber eating? | no |onger hear the
screanms. | no longer snell the stench!"

Achnmed clutched at his head, cowering in fear. He recalled hearing of a

puni shrent that deprived a man of his five senses. First the hands were cut
off, to take away the sense of touch. Then the eyes were gouged out, the
tongue ripped fromthe nmouth, the nose cut off, the ears torn fromthe head.
This place was his executioner! The death he was dyi ng was nore ghastly than
any torture. Msery screaned at him b;ut he had |lost the ears to hear it. He
had | ong ago ceased being bothered by the prison snell, and now he knew it was
because the foul stench was his own. In horror, he realized he was growing to
relish the guards' beatings. The pain made himfeel alive. .

Pani c-stricken, Achned |leaped to his feet and hurled hinself at the wooden
door, beating it with his fists and pleading to be let out. The only response
was a shouted curse from another cell, the debtor having been rudely awakened
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froma nap. No guards canme. They were used to such disturbances. Sliding down
t he doorway, Achmed slunped to the floor. In his half-crazed state, he fel
into a stupor.

He saw hinmself |lying on a shallow, unmarked grave, hastily dug in the sand. A
terrible wind came up, blow ng the sand away, threatening to expose the body.
A wave of revulsion and fear swept over Achned. He couldn't bear to see the
corpse, decaying, rotting. Desperately, he shovel ed the sand back over the
body, scooping it up in handruls and tossing it onto the grave. But every tine
he lifted a handful, the wind caught it and blew it back into his face,
stinging his eyes, choking him He kept working frantically, but the w nd was
relentless. Slowy, the face of the corpse energed—a nman's face, the withered
fl esh covered by a woman's sil ken vei

The scraping sound of the wooden bar belng I|fted fromthe door jolted Achned
out of his dream The shuffling footsteps of prisoners being herded outside
and the distant cries of wonmen and children told the young man that it was



visiting time.

Slowy Achned rose to his feet, his decision nade.

Emerging into the bright sunlight, Achned squinted painfully against the
brilliance. When he could see, he scanned the crowd pressed agai nst the bars.
Badi a was there, beckoning to him Reluctantly, Achned crossed the conmpound
and canme to stand near her.

The wonman's eyes, above the veil, were shadowed with concern

"How i s my nother?" Achmed asked

"Sophia is we!) and sends her |ove. But she has been very worried." Badia
exam ned the young man intently. "W heard that the Amir sent for you. That he
spoke to you . . . alone."

"I amall right." Achnmed shrugged. "It was nothing."

"Not hi ng? The Amir sends for you for nothing? Achmed"—Badia's eyes
narrowed—there is talk that the Amr offered you a place in his arny."

"Tal k! Tal k!" Achned said inpatiently, turning fromthe woman's intense gaze.
"That is all."

"Achnmed, your nother—=

"—should not worry. She will make herself ill again. Badia" —Achnmed changed

t he subject abruptly—=I heard about Khardan."

Now it was the woman's dark eyes that |owered, the |ong

| ashes brushed the gold-trinmed edge of the veil. Achned saw Badi a's hand
steal to her heart, and he knew now what sorrow she had hidden from himthe
last time she had visited.

"Badi a," the young man asked hesitantly, swallow ng, "do you believe—=

"No!" Badia cried stubbornly. Raising her eyes, she |ooked directly at Achned.
"The runor about himis a lie—a lie concocted by that sw ne Saiyad. Meryem
says so. Meryem says Sai yad has hated Khardan ever since the incident with the
madman and t hat he woul d do anythi ng—

"Meryenm?" Achmed interrupted in amazenent. "WAsn't she captured? The Sultan's
daughter—Surely the Amir would have done away with her!"

"He was going to, but he fell inlove with her and couldn't bear to harm her
He begged her to marry him but Meryemrefused. Don't you see, Achned," Badia
sai d eagerly, "she refused because she knows Khardan is alive!"

" How?"

Achnmed was skeptical. Meryemwas certainly |lovely. The young man coul d
renenber watching the lithe, graceful body gliding |ike the evening breeze

t hrough the canp, going about her chores, |ong | ashes nodestly downcast unti
you cane close to her then, suddenly, the blue eyes were looking right into
your heart. Khardan had fallen headlong into the pool of those blue eyes.
Achned tried to visualize the stern-faced, gray-haired, battle-scarred Qannad
floundering in the same water. It seemed inpossible. But, Achmed was forced to
admt, what a man does in his tent in the night is best covered by the bl anket
of darkness.

"—she gave Khardan a charm" Badia was rel ating.

Achned scof fed. "Wonen's magi c! Abdullah's wife gave hima charm too. They
buried it with what was left of him"

Badi a drew herself to her full height, which brought her about to Achned's
chin, staring at himw th the sharp-edged gaze that had often cut the tal
Majiid off at the knees. "When you have known a worman, then nock her magic and
her love if you dare. But do not do so while you are still a boy!"

Wunded, Achnmed | ashed out. "Don't you understand, Badia? If Khardan is alive,
then what Saiyad said is true! He fled the battle—a coward! And now he hides
in shame—

Thrusting her armthrough the prison gate, Badia slapped him The wonan's

bl ow, hanpered as it was by the iron bars,

106

VEI S AND HI CKMAN

was neither hard nor painful. Yet it brought bitter tears to the young man's
eyes.

"May Akhran forgive you for speaking of your brother so!" Badia hissed through



her veil. Turning on her heel, she wal ked away.

Achned sprang at the bars, shaking themw th such violence that the guards

i nsi de the conpound took a step toward him

"Akhran!" Achmed | aughed harshly. "Akhran is Iike ny father—a broken old man,
sitting in his tent, nmourning a way of life that is as dead as his son! Can't
you under stand, worman? Akhran is the past! My father is the past! Khardan is
the past!" Tears stream ng down his cheeks, Achmed clutched the bars, rattling
them and shouting. "/—Achned! / amthe future! Yes, it is true! | amjoining
the arny of the Amr! |2

A hand caught hold of his shoul der, spun him around.

Achned saw Sayah's face, twisted with hatred

"Traitor!" A fist slamred into Achned's jaw, knocking hi m backward agai nst the
bars. The faces of other tribesnmen | oomed close. Gittering eyes floated on
waves of hot breath and pain. A foot drove into his gut. He doubl ed over in
agony, slunping to the ground. Hands grabbed hi mroughly by the collar of his
robes and dragged himto his feet. Another blow across the nouth. A flaring of
fire in his groin, burning through his body, forcing a screamfromhis |ips.
He was on the ground again, covering his head with his arns, trying to shield
hinself fromthe eyes, the hands, the feet, the hatred, the word .

"Traitor!"

Chapter 7

Qannadi sat late in his private chanbers. He was al one, his w ves and
concubi nes dooned to di sappoi ntnent, for none would be chosen this night.

Di spatches had arrived by courier fromthe south, and the Amr had inforned
his staff that he was not to be disturbed.

By the light of an oil lanmp burning brightly on his desk, Qannadi read the
reports of his spies and doubl e agents—nen he had planted in the governnents
of the cities of Bas who were working for their overthrow fromthe inside
Studyi ng these, he conpared themto the reports of his field commanders,
occasionally nodding to hinself in satisfaction

The ripples created by the rock thrown at the nomads were still spreading
across the pond. Qannadi had made certain his agents proclai med publicly that
the Amir had done Bas a trenendous favor by ridding themof the spear that had
| ong been pointed at their throats. Never mnd that centuries had passed since
the nonmads had attacked Bas and that the attack had come at a tine when the
newy arising cities were seen as a distinct threat to the nonads and their
way of life. So devastating had been the battles fought then that they |ived
in legend and song, and it took only the nmention of the fearsome spahi s—+the
cruel desert riders in their black robes and bl ack masks—+o drain the bl ood
fromthe plunp cheeks of many a Senator

Governed by denocratic rule that permtted all nen of property (excluding
wonen, slaves, |aborers, soldiers, and
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foreigners) to have an equal vote, the people of Bas had lived in relative
peace for many years. Once they had established their city-states, they
devoted thensel ves to their favorite occupation—politics. Their God,

Uevi n—whose three precepts were Law, Patience, and Reality—delighted in al

t hat was new and nodern, despising anything that was old or outdated. Hi s was
a materialistic outlook on life. Wat counted was the here and now-that which
could be seen and that which could be touched. The people of Bas insisted on
havi ng every nonment of their lives controlled, and there existed so many
ordnances and laws in their cities that wal king on the wong side of the road
on an odd- nunbered cal endar day could |land one in prison for a nonth. The
great joy in their lives was to crowmd the Senate chanmbers and listen by the
hour to endl ess harangues over trivial points in their numerous constitutions.
Uevin's followers' second greatest joy was to create nmarvel s of nobdern



technol ogy to enable themto better the quality of their lives in this world.
Huge aqueducts crisscrossed their cities, either bringing water into the hones
or carrying waste away fromthem Their buildings were nassive, and of nobdern
design with no frivolous adornments, filled with nechanical devices of every
concei vabl e shape and description. They had devel oped new net hods of farm ng—
terracing the land, using irrigation, rotating crops to rest the soil. They

i nvented new ways to mne gold and silver and, so it was runored, had even

di scovered a bl ack rock that burned.

Though the majority of people in Bas believed in Uevin, they considered

t hensel ves enli ghtened, and encouraged believers in other Gods to settle in
their cities (nostly, it was believed, for the sake of the debates it stirred
up). Followers of both Kharmani and Benari o were nunerous in Bas, and an
occasional temple could be found to Zhakrin and M nrjm and Quar. Life was good
in Bas. The people exported their crops; their technol ogi cal devices, their
ores and netals, and were generally well off. Their faith in Uevin had never
waver ed.

Until now.

In determ ning how his immrtals shoul d best serve both hinself and his
followers, Uevin rejected the notion of djinn and angels that were used by

ot her Gods and Goddesses. He designed a nore nodern system one that could be
conpletely controlled and was not subject to the whimof changeabl e humans.
Delineating his immortals as "m nor dieties," he

put each in charge of one specific area of human life. There was a God of War
a Goddess of Love, a God of Justice, a Goddess of Hone and Fanily, a Goddess
of Crops and Farming, a God of Finance, and so forth. Small tenples were built
wherei n each of these nminor dieties and their human priests and priestesses
dwel t. \Whenever a human had a problem he or she knew exactly what deity to
consul t.

This worked well until, one by one, Uevin's imortals began to di sappear

First to vani sh had been the Goddess of Crops and Farm ng. Her priestesses
went to her one day with a question and did not hear her voice in response. A
drought struck. The wells ran dry. The water in the | akes and ponds dw ndl ed.
Crops withered and died in the fields. Uevin ordered the God of Justice to

sal vage the desperate situation, but his God of Justice was nowhere to be
found. The system of government fell apart. Corruption was rife, the people
lost faith in their Senators and threw themout of office. At this critica
juncture, Uevin lost his God of War. Soldiers deserted or rioted in the
streets, demandi ng nore pay and better treatnment. Wth the God of War went the
CGoddess of Love. Marriages fell apart, neighbor turned agai nst nei ghbor,
entire famlies split into quarreling factions.

At this critical juncture, Quar's followers lifted their voices. Look to the
north, they said. Look to the city of Kich and see how wel|l the people are
living. Look to the rich and powerful city of Khandar. See her Enperor and how
he brings peace and prosperity to the people. See the Amir of Quar, who has
saved you fromthe savage nonmads. Discard your usel ess beliefs, for your God
has betrayed you. Turn to Quar

- Many of Uevin's followers did just that, and Quar took care to see to it
that those who cane to worship at his tenples were blessed in all their
endeavors. Rain fell on their fields. Their children were polite and did well
in school. Their gold mnes were prosperous. Their nachi nes worked.
Consequently they were elected to the Senate. They began to gain control of
the armes.

Uevin attenpted to fight back, but without his inmmrtals he was |osing the
faith of his people and therefore grow ng weaker and weaker.

The Amir knew little and cared | ess about the war in Heaven. That was the
province of the Imam Qannadi cared about the reports of a Bas genera

assassi nated by undi sci -
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plined soldiers, a Governor deposed by the Senate, a student riot. Reading the



m ssives of his spies, Qannadi deened that the time was at hand to nmarch

south. Like rotten fruit, the city-states of Bas were ready to fall into his
hand.

A knock at the door disturbed his thoughts.

Annoyed, Qannadi | ooked up fromhis reading. "I left orders not to be

bot hered. "

"It is Hasid, Ceneral," cane a rasping voice.

"Enter," said the Anir inmediately.

The door opened. Qannadi coul d see his bodyguard on the other side and behind
himan old man. Dressed in dirty rags, his body gnarled and twi sted as a carob
tree, there was a dignity and pride in the old man's bearing and his upright
stance that marked him a soldier. The bodyguard stood aside to let the old man
pass, then shut the door again inmediately. The Amir heard the sentry's boots
thud on the floor as he once nore took up his position outside the door

"What is it, Hasid? The young man —"

"I think you should send for him O King." Hasid stunbled over the unfaniliar
royal appellation.

"We have known each other [ong enough to dispense with formalities, ny friend.
Why should | send for the young man now?" Qannadi gl anced at a candl e marked
of f in hours whose slow burning flame kept track of the tine. It was well past
t he m dhour of darkness.

"I't nust be tonight!" said the old soldier. "There will be no tonorrow for
Achmed. "

"What happened?" Frowning, the Amir laid the dispatch down on the desk and
gave Hasid his conplete attention

"Thi s noon, the young man lost control. He shouted out to the crowmd at the
gates his intention of joining your arny."

"There was a riot, CGeneral. | amsurprised you didn't hear about it."

"That fat fool who runs the prison never reports to ne. He is terrified that |
will lock himin one of his own cells. He is right, but all in due tine.

Conti nue. "

"The guards put the riot down, dragging off the other nomads, beating them and
locking themin their cells. But not before Achmed's tribesnen had nearly
killed him"

Startled to feel a pang of fear, like the thrust of cold iron through his
bowel s, Qannadi rose to his feet. "Is he all right?"
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"l don't know, sir. | couldn't find out." Hasid shook his head.

"Way didn't you cone to me sooner?" The Amir slammred his fist on the table,
sloshing the oil in the lanp over the dispatches.

"If I amto remain valuable to you," the old soldier said shrewdly, "then I
nmust keep up ny appearance as an ordinary prisoner. | dared not |eave unti

t he guards had drunk thenselves into their usual nightly stupor. | think the
young man is still alive. | went to his cell and | could hear his breathing,
but it is very rapid and shallow "

Buckling on his sword, Qannadi flung open the door. "I want an escort of
twenty men, nmounted and ready to ride within five mnutes,"” he said to the

sentry.

Saluting, the guard turned and ran to a bal cony overl ooki ng the sol di ers*
quarters. His voice rang out through the night, and within nmonents the Anir
heard the clatter and clanor below that told himhis orders were being obeyed
with alacrity.

"Wait here," the Amir told the old soldier. "I have further need of you, but
not in that prison."

Hasi d saluted, but his king was al ready out of the room

Chapter 8

Achnmed wakened and this time managed to hold onto awakening. Until now,

consci ousness had slithered away from hi ma snake sliding through the hands of
t he dancer in the bazaars. Now he gazed about him able to bring reality and



dreans together, for he vaguely renenbered conmng to this place, except that
he visualized it in his nind as being dark and shadowy, lit with soft candles
and peopled with veil ed wonen whi spering strange words and touching himwth
cool hands.

Now it was daylight. The wonen were gone. There was only an old man, sitting
beside him looking at himwith a grave face. Achmed gazed at hi m and blinked,
t hi nking he nmight be a trick of his aching head and vani sh. He knew the old
man, but not fromthe shadowy dreans. He renenbered himfrom. . . from.

"You were in the prison," Achmed said and was startled at the sound of his own
voice. It seened different, |ouder

"Yes." The old nan's grave expression did not alter

"I'"'mnot there now, am]|?"

"No. You are in the palace of the Anmr."

Achned | ooked around. Yes, he had known that. There had been flaring
torchlights and strong arns lifting himfromthe pallet. The Amir's voice,
thick with anger. A ride on horseback and jolting pain. Warm wat er washi ng
over him the hands of nen—gentle as wonen—el eansing his battered body.
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Then this room.

H s hand snoot hed sil ken sheets. He was |lying on thick, soft mattresses
resting on a tall, ornately carved wooden frane. He was clad in clean clothes.
The filth had been washed from his body, he snelled the sweet fragrance of
rose and orange bl ossom mingled with pine and other, nore nysterious

per f unmes.
Look up, Achmed saw sil ken drapes swooping gracefully over the tall wooden
pillars of the bed to fall in folds around him The curtains had been pushed

aside, to permt hima view of his room-+mgnificent and beautiful beyond
fantasy—and the wi zened ol d man, sitting unnoving beside him

"You very nearly died," said the old man. "They sent for the physicians, who
did what they could, but it was the magi c of Yam na that brought you back."
"You were one of the prisoners. Wiy are you here?"

"I was in the prison," corrected the old man. "I was not one of the
prisoners."

"l don't understand."

"I was placed in the prison by the gener—+the Amir—o watch over you. | am
called Hasid and | was Captain of the Body Guard under Abul Qasi m Qannadi for
twenty years, until | grew too old. | was pensioned honorably and given a
house. But | told himwhen | |left—General,' |I said, 'there's going to cone a

ti me when you 11 need an old soldier. Not these young nen, who think al
battles are won with trunpet calls and shouts and dashing here and there.
You' || need someone who knows that sometinmes victory cones only by stealth and
l ong waiting and keeping the nouth shut.' And so he did." Hasid nodded
gravely. "So he did."

"You went into prison . . . voluntarily?" Achmed sat up in his bed, staring at
the old soldier in amazenent. "But-they beat you!"

"Hah!" Hasid | ooked anmused. "Call that a beating? Fromthose dogs? My not her
gave me worse, to say nothing of my sergeant. Now there was a man who coul d
lay it on! Broke three of ny ribs once," the old soldier said, shaking his
head in adm ration, "for drinking on watch. 'Next time, Hasid/ the sergeant
told me, helping ne to nmy feet, '111 break your skull.' But there wasn't a
next time. | learned ny | esson.”

Achned pal ed. Menory | eaped out at him The angry, frightened faces, the
flailing fists and feet, punching and ki cking

114

VEI S AND HI CKMAN

"They hate nme! They tried to kill ne!"

"OfF course! What do you expect? But not for the reason you think. You spoke
the truth, and it was the truth they were trying to beat down—ot you. | know.



I've seen it before. There isn't much," Hasid said on reflection, scratching
hi nsel f beneath his rags, "that | haven't seen.”

"What happened to then?" Achned asked in a strained voice.

"The Amir released them"

"What ?" Achned stared. "Freed?"

"He opened the prison gates wi de. Sent them slinking back out into the
streets, crawming on their bellies |ike whipped curs."

Lyi ng on your naster's grave

"Why is he doing this?" Achmed nuttered, restlessly shoving aside the silken
sheet s.

"He's smart, is the Amr. Let themgo. He's keeping their nothers, their

wi ves, their famlies here in the city. They can go hone to them+f they
choose—er they can nmake their way across the desert and find that their tribe
is nothing but a few old nmen, beating their toothless guns, yammering about a
God who no | onger cares—

Achnmed cringed. "I understand that!" he said hurriedly. dancing at the |uxury
and finery about him he gestured. *'I neant why is the general doing this.
You . . . watching over nme. Bringing me here. Saving nmy life ... Al to train
horses.” His face grew dark with suspicion. "I don't believe it."

"You believed it in prison.”

"In that pit of Sul, it made sense. Maybe because | wanted it to." Achned
tossed the bl ankets aside and swung his bare | egs over the edge of the
mattress. lgnoring the sharp pain in his head, he struggled to rise. "l see it

now. He's been lying to ne. Maybe he's using ne, holding me hostage." A sudden
di zzi ness assailed him Pausing, he put his hand to his head, fighting it off.
"Where are ny cl ot hes?" he denanded groggily.

"Host age? And what ransom woul d your father pay? He has nothing left,"

Achned cl osed his eyes to keep the roomfromspinning. A bitter taste filled
his nouth; he was afraid he woul d be sick

Not hing l eft. Not even a son. .

Col d water splashed in his face. Gasping, Achned opened his eyes, staring at
Hasi d.
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"Why— he sputtered

"Thought you were going to faint.
table. "Feel better?"

A nod was all Achned coul d manage
"Then get dressed,"” the old soldier ordered. "Your old clothes have been

Hasid returned the water carafe to a nearby

burned, as mne will be once | can get rid of them" He scratched hinself
again. "There are your new
ones.

Wping his dripping face, Achmed gl anced at the foot of his bed to see a
sinmple white cotton caftan lying there, not unlike that whi ch Qannadi hinsel f
wor e.

"I can't tell you why he's doing this—ot in words. That woul d be betraying a
friend s trust. But, if you feel up to walking a bit," Hasid continued, "I've
got something to show you that mi ght answer your questions"—he peered at the
young man out of the corner of his eye—if you're as snmart as he says you are,
that is."

Wordl essly, nmoving slowy and carefully to avoid jarring his aching head,
Achned drew on soft undergarments, then the caftan. He hoped that they

woul dn't have to walk far. Despite the magical healing, his legs felt weak and
wobbly as a newborn colt's.

"Come on!" Hasid prodded himin the ribs. "I marched five niles once on a

br oken ankl e, and no worman's hands -tended me either!"

Gitting his teeth against the pain, Achmed followed the old sol di er across
the roomthat was as large as Majiid s tent. Carpets of intricate and delicate
weave covered the floor, their shimering colors so beautiful that it seened a
desecration to wal k on them Lacquered wood furniture, decorated with gold



| eaf and adorned with objects rare and | ovely, stood beside | ow sofas whose
overstuflfed, silken cushions invited the young man to sink down and | ose
hinsel f amid their enbroidered | eaves and flowers. Feeling clunmsy and awkward,
fearful of knocking sone precious vase to the floor, Achnmed tried to imagi ne
wal ki ng on a broken ankle. Finally, he decided the old man was |ying. Later
when Achned asked the Amir if Hasid' s claimwas true, Qannadi grinned. Hasid
was lying. It hadn't been five miles he walked. It had been ten

Approaching a window, the old soldier pressed his face agai nst the gl ass and

i ndi cated that Achned was to do the same. The room stood on the ground fl oor
of the pal ace. The
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wi ndows opened onto the |ush garden through which he and Khardan had escaped
only months ago. The bright sunlight sent a stabbing throb through his
eyebal | s, nmenories sent a pain through his heart. Achmed coul dn't see anything
for long noments

"Wel | ?" Hasid prodded hi m again.

"I + can't. . . That is, what amI|—=

"There, the man right across fromus. By that fountain."

Bl inking his eyes rapidly, not daring to wi pe his hand across themfor fear of
rousi ng Hasid's contenpt, Achned at |ast focused on a man standi ng not five
feet fromthem tossing grain to several peacocks that had gathered around
hi m

The sight of the man was interesting enough to dry Achned's tears and nake him
forget the pain of both body and soul. The man was young—per haps
twenty--five—tall and slender with skin as white as the marble fountains. A
turban swathed his head, its silken fabric glittering with jewels and gol den
baubl es. Hi s clothing was equally sunptuous. Full-cut silken pantalons in
colors of blues and greens and gold rippled about his |l egs as he noved anong

t he peacocks. A golden sash encircled his slimwaist, golden shoes with
turaed-up toes graced his feet. A billow ng sleeved shirt, open at the throat,
was covered by a vest nmade of golden fabric decorated with green enbroidered
curlicues and knots, finished off by a row of silken fringe that swng when he
made the slightest nove

The man's eyelids were painted green and outlined in kohl, jewels sparkled on
the fingers that tossed the grain to the birds, gold dangled fromhis

ear| obes.

Achned gasped. He had never seen anyone so truly magnificent. "lIs that the
Enper or ?"

"Hah!" Hasid began to wheeze with | aughter, causing the man outside to turn
his head and gl ance at themw th di sapprobation. Brushing the grain fromhis
hands, he wal ked away, noving past the splashing fountain with studied grace
and el egance, the peacocks wal king with m ncing step behind him

"The Enperor!" Hasid struggled to catch his breath. "If the Enperor cane,
where do you think we'd be, boy? Turned out in the streets, nmost likely. This
pl ace woul dn't be big enough to hold all his wives, let alone his wazirs and
priests and grandees and scribes and sl aves and cupbearers and
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pl at ebearers and footwashers and asslickers that surround himfromthe nonment
he wakes up in the nmorning to when he enters one of his hundred bedroons in
the night. The Enperor!" The ol d soldier chuckl ed, shaking his head.

"Then who is it?" Achmed demanded irritably, feeling the pounding in his head
once nore.

"The answer to your question." Hasid eyed himshrewdly. "The el dest son of
Abul Qasi m Qannadi . "

Achnmed gaped. Turning to | ook outside, he saw the man pluck an orchid and
begin ripping the petals fromit in bored fashion, tossing themidly at the
birds. "He was raised in the Enperor's court and lives in the palace in
Khandar. Yam na, his nother, is one of the Enperor's sisters, and she saw to



it that her son had all the advantages of being brought up in the royal
househol d. Qannadi rarely saw the boy." Hasid shrugged. "H s own fault,

per haps. He was al ways away somewhere, conquering nore cities in the Enperor's
nane. He sent for his son a nmonth ago, to teach himthe art of warfare. He was
going to take himsouth. His son said he would be honored to attend his
father, but he would need a covered litter in which to travel since he
couldn't for the life of himride a horse and he dare not renmain out in the
sun long—+t would ruin his conpl exi on—and was it possible to bring several of
his own friends, as he could not stand to be in the company of wvul gar

sol diers, and he wanted his own personal physician as well since it was quite
likely that he would feint at the sight of bl ood.

"The young man," Hasid added dryly, "is returning to Khandar tonorrow. "
Achned's breath was gone fromhis body. He felt |ike the man who conmanded hi s
diinn to bring hima silver ball and found hinself hol ding the gl ean ng noon.
As the man said to the djinn, "It is beautiful and of exceeding value, but I'm
not certain what to do with it." The garden di ssol ved before the youth's eyes.
Gazing out the wi ndow, he did not see the ornanental trees and the hangi ng
orchids and the blood red roses. He saw the desert—the vast, enpty dunes
beneath a vast, enpty sky; the tall tasseted grass bending in the everlasting
wi nd; the scraggly palnms clinging to life around a bracken puddl e of water;

t he shrivel ed, stinking plant whose nane now held for the young man a
terrible, bitter irony—the Rose of the Prophet.
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"You were right," Hasid said softly. "This has nothing to do with the training
of horses. Qannadi has asked to see you. WIIl you come to hin®P"

Achned turned away fromthe wi ndow.

"Yes," he said."l will cone."

Chapter 9

The God Quar stood in the i ncense-sweetened darkness of his Tenple in the Cty
of Kich, his hand resting upon the golden ram s head of his altar. The God was
obviously waiting and doing it with an obvious ill grace. Cccasionally his
fingers drumred nervously upon the ramis head. More than once, his hand lifted
a mllet to strike a small gong which stood on the altar, but he always—after
a nonent's hesitation and an inpatient snarl—aithdrewit.

Lying on a pallet on the cold marble floor opposite Quar, the God' s | mam
nmuttered and noaned, tossing in a feverish sleep. Hi s self-inflicted wound had
not healed cleanly, the flesh around it was swollen and hot to the touch
streaks of fiery red were spreading outward fromit. Yanm na had attenpted to
tend to the priest, as had all the court physicians, but Feisal refused al

hel p.

"This is ... between my God . . . and nyself!" he gasped, clutching Yami na's
hand wi th painful intensity, his other hand pressed agai nst the bandages that
were wet with blood and pus fromthe oozing wound. "I have done

something to . . . displease Hm This ... is ny punishnent!"”

Pressi ng Fei saTs wasted hand agai nst her |ips, Yam na pleaded, calling him
every endearing nanme that cane to mnd. Gently, firmy, he told her to | eave.
Sorrowful ly, she did as he asked, secretly intending to sneak back in when he
was asl eep and use her magic to heal himw thout his know edge.
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To Feisal, Yamina was transparent as the water in the palace hauz. Feeling his
strength dw ndl e, know ng that consciousness would soon | eave him the | mam
conmanded his servant to permt no one to enter, binding the man with the nost
terrible of oaths to insure his obedi ence. The servant was to shut the inner
Tenpl e doors and seal them Not even the Amir hinmself would be allowed entry.
The | ast sound Feisal heard before he sank into fever-ridden, insane dreans,



was the hol |l ow boom ng of the great doors com ng together, the crashing fal

of the iron bar across them

Drifting in and out of delirium the |Inmamwas vaguely aware of the arrival of
the God in his Tenple. At first Feisal doubted his senses, fearing that this
was a fever dream Battling pain and the fire that was consum ng his body, he
struggled to hold onto consciousness and knew then that Quar was truly with
him H's soul radiant with joy, the priest attenpted to rise to do Quar
honmage, but his body was weaker than his spirit, and he fell back, gasping for
br eat h.

"Tell me . . . what | have done ... to incur your wath, O Holy One," nurnmured
Fei sal weakly, extending a trenbling hand to his Cod.

Quar did not respond or even look in the direction of his suffering priest.
Paci ng about near the altar, he peered with markedly growing irritation into
t he darkness. Feisal |acked the breath to repeat his question. He could "only
stare with adoring eyes at his God. Even the pain and tornent he was enduring
seened bl essed—a flane cl eansi ng soul and body of whatever sins he had
commtted. If he died in the fire, then so be it. He would stand before his
God with a spirit purged of infection.

The gong spoke suddenly, sounding three times. Quar turned toward it eagerly.
The gong was silent for the count of seven, then rang three times again. A

cl oud of snoke took human shape and form around the gong, coalescing into a
ten foot tall 'efreet.

Clad in red silken pantalons girded with a red sash around its nassive
stomach, the 'efreet performed the salaam its huge hands pressed against its
forehead. Feisal watched silently, wthout wonder.

"Well, where is he?" Quar demanded.

"I beg your pardon, Effendi,"” said the "efreet in a voice |like the | ow
runbling of distant thunder, "but | have not found him"

"What ?" The God's anger stirred the darkness. "He cannot have gone far. He is
a stranger in this |land. Bah! You have |ost him Kaug!"

"Yes, Effendi, | have lost him" replied Kaug inperturb-ably. "If |I may be
permtted to tell mnmy tale?"

Turni ng his back upon the '"efreet, the God made an irritated gesture.

"As you surmised, My Holy Master, the so-called madman was one of the kafir
who cane by ship across the Hum Sea and | anded near the city of Bastine.

| mredi ately on their arrival, the priests and sorcerers of Pronenthas—

":—were met by a group of ny zeal ous followers and slaughtered," interrupted
the God inpatiently. "I know all this! \Wat—=
"I beg your pardon, Effendi," interrupted the 'efreet, "but it seens we were

msled. It was not your followers who nurdered the kafir."

The God was silent for | ong nonents, then said skeptically, "Go on."

"Consi der, Majesty of Heaven—f the unbelievers had been killed in your nane,
you shoul d have had sone claimto their souls.”

"They were protected by guardi an angel s—=

"I have fought the angels of Promenthas before, Effendi, as you well know,"
the 'efreet stated.

"Yes, and this tinme you fought themand | ost and did not tell ne," Quar

remar ked col dly.

i "This time, 1 did not fight them | never saw them | was if not
called to fight the angels.”

Quar half turned, regardi ng Kaug through narrowed eyes. "You are speaking the
truth.”

"Certainly, Effendi."

"Then it is Death who has failed us."

"No, Effendi. The angels of Pronenthas whi sked their charges away wi thout
contest. According to Death, the kafir were killed in the name of a CGod of
Evil—-a God too weak to claimthem"”

; Quar sucked in his breath, the skin with which he adorned * hi s

et hereal being paled. ! " Zhakrin!"
*



2l "Yes, Effendi. He has escaped!"

' "How i s that possible? He and Evren were being held in
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the Tenpl e of Khandar, .nmy nost powerful priests guarding them No one knew
the Cods were being held there—=

"Sonmeone knew, Effendi. At any rate, neither Zhakrin nor Evren are there now.
One of your powerful priests, it now appears, was in reality in the service of
Zhakrin. By sone neans not known to us, he managed to free the Cods and carry
t hem awnay. "

"What do we know about hin? \Where has he gone?"

"I believe himto be the same man who sl aughtered the worshi pers of

Pronent has. He passes hinself off as a slave trader, but he is in reality a

Bl ack Pal adin, a devoted foll ower of Zhakrin. He first appeared in Ravenchai
where he captured a nunber of the natives and brought themto sell in Kidi. He
has a troop of gouns in his command, and it was they who killed the priests
and the magi of Pronmenthas. But one person was |left alive. A young man of
extraordi nary beauty who was mni staken for a worman. Thinking to fetch a high
price for such a prize, the slave trader took her to Kich. The young
man—ai nt ai ni ng his di sgui se as a woman—aas put upon di e bl ock just as Khardan
and his nomads were terrorizing the city. Khardan took it into his head to
rescue the beautiful 'worman.' "

"Took it into his head! Hah!" Quar snarled. "I see the guiding hand of
Pronenthas in this. He has joined with Akhran to fight ne!l"

"Undoubt edly, Holy One." Kaug bowed. "The young man was taken to the canp of

t he nonads. Here, according to the woman, Meryem he was nearly executed by

t he enraged man who sought to take the Iovely 'wonman' as his concubi ne.

Khar dan saved the young man's life, proclainmng himmad. Meryem believes that
it was this young 'madman' who thwarted her plans to bring Khardan to Kich."
"Then the two are together."

"Presumably, Effendi."

"Presumabl y!" Quar's rage beat upon the walls of the Tenple. Feisal, in his
fevered imaginings., thought he saw the marble bl ocks start to nelt beneath
the heat. "I amdivine! | amall-knowi ng, all-seeing! No nortal can hide

hinsel f fromny sight and the sight of ny servants!”

"Not a nortal, Holy Master." Kaug's voice |owered. "Another Cod. A dark cloud
hi des them from ny sight and the sight of your sorcercess."

"A dark cloud. Slowy, inexorably, the power of my ene-
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mes grows." Quar fell silent, nmusing. The 'efreet's hul king body wavered in
the air, or perhaps it was Feisal's dinmng vision that caused the imortal to
appear as if he were a nmirage, shinmering against enpty sand. "I dare not wait
| onger. "

The Cod turned his attention to his dying priest. Giding across the bl ack
marbl e floor, his silken slippers making no noise, his silken robes shining a
cold and brilliant white in the darkness, Quar canme to stand by Feisal's
pal | et .

Unabl e to nove, the I nam gazed up at the face of the Cod with an adoration

t hat bani shed all pain and fever fromhis body. The Imam saw his soul rise to
its feet, leaving the frail husk of its flesh behind, holding out its hands to
the Cod as a child reaches for its nother. Content, blissful, Feisal felt life
ebbi ng away. The nane of the Cod was on his lips, to be spoken with his | ast
breat h.

"No!" said Quar suddenly, and the |Imam s soul —eaught between two pl anes—shrank
back in bew | dernent. Kneeling beside Feisal, the Cod tore off the

bl oodst ai ned bandages and | aid his hand upon the wound. Hi s other hand touched
the priest's hot forehead. "You will live, nmy faithful Imam You will rise up
fromyour bed of pain and suffering and know that it was | who saved you. You
will remenmber ny face, ny voice, and the touch of my hands upon your norta



flesh. And the I esson you will have | earned fromthe agony you have under gone
is this.

"You have placed too great a value on human life. As you have seen, it is a
thing that can be taken fromus as easily as thieves robbing a blind man. The
soul s of nen are what is truly inmportant and they must be rescued from
stunbling about in the darkness. Those who do not believe in me nust die, so
that the power of their false gods dies with them"

Fei sal drew a deep breath and another and then another. H s eyes closed in a
peaceful sleep, his soul reluctantly returned to the fragile body.

"When you awaken," Quar continued, "you will go to the Amir and tell himit is
tine. "

"Ti me?" Feisal murmnured

"Ji had!" whi spered Quar, bending | ow over His priest, caressing him snoothing
the black hair with H's hand. "Convert or die!"

Book Four

THE BOOK OF ZHAKRIN 11

"I'n the name of Zhakrin, God of Darkness and All That Is Evil, | command you,
wake! "

Mat hew heard the voice as if it were coming fromfar away. It was early
nmorning in his honel and. The sun shone brightly, joyous bird song greeted the
new day. A spring breeze, laden with the scent of pine and rain-danp earth
blew crisp and chill in his window H s nother stood at the foot of tfie |ong,
stone stairs, calling her son to cone break his nightlong fast.

"Wake! "

He was in a classroom after |uncheon. The wooden desk, carved with countless
nanes and faces long since gone out into the world, felt cool and snooth
beneat h | ethargi ¢ hands. The ol d Archnagus had been droning on and on for an
eternity. His voice was |ike the buzzing of flies. Mathew cl osed his eyes,
only for a nonment while the instructor turned his back

"Wake! "

A painful tingling sensation was spreadi ng through Mat hew s body. The feeling
was distinctly unpleasant, and he tried to nove his linbs to make it cease.
That only made it worse, however, sending small needl es of agony darting

t hrough hi s body. He npaned.

"Do not struggle, Blossom Lie still for an hour or so and die sensation will
pass."

Sonet hi ng col d brushed across his forehead. The cold touch and the col der

voi ce brought back terrifying nenories.
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Forcing his eyes open—the lids feeling as if they'd been covered with sone
sort of sticky resi n—Mathew gazed upward to see a slender hand, a face nasked
in black, two cruel and enpty eyes.

"Lie still, Blossom Lie very still and allow your body to resune its
functioning once nore. The heart beats rapidly, the sluggish blood now runs
free and burns through the body, the lungs draw in air. Painful? Yes. But you
have been asleep a long tine, Blossom A long, long tine."

Sl ender fingers brushed his cheek

"Do you still have ny fish, Blosson®? Yes, of course you do. The city guards do
not search the bodi es of the dead, do they, ny Bl ossonP"

Mat hew felt, cool against his skin, the crystal globe that was hidden in the
folds of the woman's gown he wore; the globe filled with water in which swam
two fish—ene gol den, one bl ack

The sound of boots crunching on sand canme to Mathew s ears. A voice spoke
respectfully, "You sent for me, Effendi ?" and the hand and eyes wi thdrew from
Mat hew s si ght.

The young w zard's vision was blurred. The sun was shining, but he could see



it only as if through a white gauze. It was hot and stuffy where he lay, the
air was stale. He was snothering and he tried to suck in a deep |ungful of
breath. His flaccid nmuscles refused to obey his nind s command. The attenpt
was nmore of a wheeze or a gulp.

The tingling sensation in his hands and | egs increased, nearly driving him
wild. Added to this was a panicking feeling that he was suffocating, the
inability to draw breath. H's sufferings were acute, yet Mathew dared not make
so nmuch as a whinper. Death itself was preferable to those cruel eyes.

"Bl ossomis com ng around. Wat about the other two?" queried the cold voice.
"The other woman is conscious, Effendi. The bearded devil, however, will not
awaken. "

"Mmm Sone ot her enchantment, do you think, Kiber?"

"I believe so, Effendi. You yourself mentioned the possibility that he was
ensorcell ed when we first captured him if | recall correctly?"

"You do so. Let us take a look at him"

The booted feet—ow two pairs of themnoved sonewhere to Mathew s right.
Bearded devil. Tlie other woman. Khardan! Zolira! Mathew s body tw tched and
writhed in agony. Menory returned. .

Escaping the Battle at the Tel; Khardan, unconscious, bound by sone
enchantnment. Zohra and | dressed himin Meryem s rose-col ored, silken chador
The veil covered his face. The sol diers stopped us!

"Let the old hags go!"

W escaped and crouched down in the nud near the oasis, hidden in the tal
grass. Khardan, wounded, spellbound; Zohra, exhausted, sleeping on ny

shoul der.

"I will keep watch."

But tired eyes closed. Sleep came—+to be followed by a waking ni ghtmare

"A bl ack- haired beauty, young and strong," the cold voi ce had spoken. "And
what is this? The bearded devil who stole the Blossomand put nme to all this
trouble! Truly, the God | ooks down upon us with favor this night, Kiber!"
'Mes, Effendi/"

"And here is my Blossomw th the flane-colored hair. See, Kiber, she wakes at
the sound of ny voice. Don't be frightened, Blossom Don't scream Gag her

Ki ber. Cover her nouth. That's right."

| |1 ooked up, bound and hel pless, to see a black jewel sparkling in the Iight
of the burning canp.

"I'n the nanme of Zhakrin, God of Darkness and AIl That Is Evil, | conmand you
al | —Sl eep. .
And so they had slept. And now they woke. Wke ... to what? Mathew heard die

voi ces again, comng froma short distance away.
"You see, Kiber? This silver shield that hangs round his neck. See how it
gl ows, even in daylight?"

"Yes, Effendi."
"I wonder at its purpose, Kiber."
"To protect himfromharmin the battle, surely, Effendi. | have seen such

before, given to soldiers by their wves."

"Yes, but why render himunconscious as well? | begin to see what nust have
happened, Kiber. These wonen feared their nman would come to harm They gave
himthis shield that not only would protect himfromany blow, but would al so
cause himto fall senseless during the battle. Then they dragged hi m away,
dressed himin wonen's cl ot hes—as we found hi mand escaped the field."
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"One of them nmust be a powerful sorceress, then, Effendi

"One or both, although our Blossomdid not exhibit any nagical talents when in
our comnpany. These nomads are fierce and proud warriors. I'll wager this one
did not know he was being saved fromdeath by his wonenfol k, nor do I think he
will be at all pleased to discover such a fact when he awakes."



"Then why bring himout of the enchantrment, Effendi ?" It seenmed to Mat hew t hat
Ki ber sounded nervous. "Let himstay in stasis, at |least until we reach

Gal 0s. "

"No, we have too nmuch work to do to |oad the ships w thout hauling himon as
wel | . Besides, Kiber"—+he cold voice was snooth and sinuous as a snake

twi sting across the sand-—I1 want himto see, to hear, to taste, to feel al
that is yet to cone to him | want the poison to seep, little by little, into
the well of his mind. Wien his soul goes to drink, it will blacken and die."

Ki ber did not appear so confident. "He will be trouble, Effendi."

"WIl he? Good. | would hate to think | had m sjudged his character. Renove
the sword fromhis hands. Now, to break this enchantnent—=

"Let one of the wonmen, Effendi. It is never wise to interfere with w zardry."
"Excellent advice, Kiber. | will act upon it. Wen Blossomis able to speak
and nove about, we will question her concerning this. Now, renove the baggage
fromthe djenel and Iine it up along the shore. W rmust be ready to | oad the
shi ps when they land, for they will not be able to stay |long. W do not want
to be caught here in the heat of the afternoon.”

"Yes, Effendi."

Mat hew heard Ki ber nove away, his voice shouting orders to his men. C osing
his eyes, the w zard could once again see the colorful uniforns of the gowns,
the horses they rode. He could see the slaves, chained by the feet, shuffling
across the plains. He could see the white-curtained pal anquin.

White curtains! Mathew s eyes opened, he | ooked about him Hi s vision had
cleared. Gitting his teeth against the pain, concentrating every fiber of his
being on the efibrt, he nmanaged to nove his |left hand enough to draw aside'the
fold in the fabric and peer out at his surroundings.

The sight appalled him He stared, aghast. He had thought

the desert around the Tel, with its undul ati ng dunes of sand stretching to the
far distant nmountains, enpty and forbidding. There was |ife around the oasis,
certainly. O at least the nomads considered it life. The tall palmtrees,
their brown-tipped fronds—+ooking as if they had been singed—clicking in the
everlasting wind. The lacy tamari sk, the sparse green foliage, every blade and
| eaf precious. The wavi ng stands of brown, tasseled grass that grew near the
water's edge. The various species of cacti that ranged fromthe w ggly-arned
burn plant—so call ed because of its healing properties —to the ugly,
shar p- needl ed pl ant known by the incongruous, romantic appellation of the Rose
of the Prophet. Conming froma world of ancient, spreading oaks, stands of pine
forests, wild nountain flowers, Mathew had not considered this desert life
life at all —othing nore than a pathetic nockery. But at |east, he realized
now, it had been life.

He | ooked out now on deat h.

The |l and was dead and the death it had died had been a tortured one. Flat and
barren, the earth was white as bone. Huge cracks spread across its surface,
nmout hs gaping open in thirst for the rain that would never fall. Not far from
where he | ay, Mathew could see a heap of black, broken rock, and near that a
pool of water. This was no oasis, however. Nothing grew near that pool. Steam
rose fromits surface, the water bubbled and churned and boil ed.

The sun had just lifted into the eastern sky. Mathew could see, from where he
lay, the tip of a red, fiery ball appearing over the horizon. Yet already the
heat was building, radiating up fromthe parched ground. There was a gritty
taste in his mouth and he suffered froma terrible thirst. Mathew ran his
tongue across his lips. Salt. Now he knew why the | and was this strange,
glaring white. It was covered with salt.

H s strength gave out. Mathew s hand fell linp at his side, the curtain hid
the vision. No wonder they had to be gone before afternoon. Nothing could live
in this desert in the noonday sun. Yet the man had spoken of ships. Mathew
feebly shook his head, hoping to clear it. He nust be hallucinating, inmagining
things. O perhaps he neant canels, the young w zard thought weakly. Wren't
they sometinmes called the ships of the desert?

But where woul d they go? Mat hew had seen nothing in that picked-clean corpse



of a world. And his thirst was growi ng unbearable. Cruel eyes or not, he was
desperate for
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water. Just as his parched |ips shaped the word and he tried to force sound
fromhis dry throat, Kiber thrust aside the curtains of the litter. He held a
wat erskin in his hand.

"Drink!" he commanded, gl owering sternly at Mathew, perhaps remenbering the
days in the slave caravan when he'd caught the young w zard refusing to eat.
Mat hew had no intention of refusing water. By a suprene effort he raised his
arms, grasped the neck of the girba, ained a streamof the warm stale liquid
into his mouth and drank thirstily. Some splashed on his neck and
face,-cooling him Al too soon, Kiber snatched the waterskin away and

di sappeared. Mat hew heard the goum s boots crunching on the salt-covered
ground and, in a few nmonents, a throaty murmur, probably Zohra.

Mat hew | ay back on the litter. The water gave himstrength; he seemed to feel
it spreading energy through his body. He longed to sit up and his hand itched
to draw the curtains aside. But to do so was to risk attracting the attention
of the man with the cruel eyes to hinself.

Thrusting his hand into the folds of the woman's cl ot hi ng, Mathew t ouched the
crystal globe containing the fish. It was cold and snmooth agai nst his hot
skin. He was suddenly possessed by a desperate desire to exam ne the fish, to
see if they were all right. Fear stopped him The slaver m ght chance to | ook
i nside and Mathew did not want to seemto be paying too nuch attention to the
magi cal gl obe. He wondered what the man had nmeant by the curious statemnent,
"The city guards do not search the bodies of the dead."

The snot hering sensation increased, that and an al nost overwhel ning urge to
nmove his body. Finally Mathew sat up and was al nost imedi ately seized with a
sudden di zzi ness. Starbursts expl oded before his eyes. Wakly, he propped

hi nsel f up on his armand, hanging his head, waited until his vision -cleared
and the terrible light-headed feeling passed. Cautiously pushing aside the
curtain a crack, he peered out, further exam ning his surroundi ngs. The
litter, he discovered, was sitting on stilts about four feet off the floor of
the salt flats. Keeping a wary eye out for the slave trader, Mathew | ooked to
the front of the litter and blinked in astonishnent.

Before himstretched a vast body of water—w de as an ocean—ts deep bl ue col or
i ke nothing he Had ever seen before. A cool breeze, blowi ng off the sea,
drifted in a

whi sper past his face, and he thankfully gulped in the fresh

air.

The slave trader stood at the water's edge, facing out into it. Lifting his
arns above his head, he cried in a loud voice, "It is |, Auda ibn Jad! In the
nane of Zhakrin, | command you. Send ny ship!"

So he had neant ships! But what sea could this be? It didn't look like the
Hum No waves crashed against the shore. It wasn't the greenish color of the
ocean he. had crossed. The water | apped gently about the feet of the slave
trader, Auda ibn Jad (it was the first tine Mathew recall ed ever hearing the
man's nane). Staring intently out into the sea in the sane direction as ibn
Jad, Mat hew t hought he coul d detect a shadow on the horizon—a dark cloud in an
ot herwi se cl oudl ess sky.

Turni ng abruptly, the slave trader caught Mathew staring out of the curtains.
"Ah, Blossom You are enjoying the fresh air."

Mat hew di d not answer. He could not speak a word. The cold eyes had snat ched
out all the wits in his head, |eaving behind nothing but enpty fear

"Come, Blossom Stand up. That will help get the blood circul ating again. |
need you."

Wal ki ng over to Mathew, ibn Jad reached out his slender hand and grasped hol d
of the young wizard's right arm The man's touch was as cold and unfeeling as



his eyes and Mat hew shivered in the hot sun

Rising to his feet, he thought at first he was going to faint. H s knees gave
way, the sunbursts flared again in his vision. Falling back, he caught hold of
one of the supports of the litter's roof with his hand and hung onto it
grimy; Auda propping himup. The slave trader gave Mathew a few nonments to
recover, then dragged the groggy w zard across the sand to another litter

Mat hew knew who | ay inside, just as he knew the question he was going to be
asked. Shoving aside the curtains of the palanquin, ibn Jad pushed Mat hew f'
f or war d.

.». """ "The charmthe bearded devil wears around his neck? '';. Did you make
it? Are you the sorceress who laid the enchant-T ment upon hinP"

v W plan and work for years to chart our life's course, and ~:: then
sometines one instant, one word will irrevocably alter ,?¢>- our destiny.

134

VEI S AND HI CKMAN

THE PALADIN OF THE NI GHT

135

"Yes," said Mathew in a barely audi bl e whi sper

He could not have told the conscious reasoning behind his lie. He had the
distinct feeling it was nmotivated by fear; he did not want to appear

conpl etely defenseless and helpless in the eyes of this man. He knew, t oo,
that if he answered no, ibn Jad would sinply question Zohra, and he woul d not
believe either of themif both denied it.

"I made . . . the charm" Mathew said hoarsely.
"A fine piece of work, Blossom How do you break the spell?"
"By taking it fromaround his neck. He will inmrediately begin to conme out of

the enchantnent." That was a guess, but Mathew felt fairly certain it was a
good one. GCenerally, that was how charnms such as this one worked. There

woul dn't have been any reason for Meryemto have created a del ayed effect.
"Break it," commanded ibn Jad.

"Yes, Effendi," Mthew nunbl ed.

Leani ng over Khardan, the young w zard stretched forth a trenmbling hand and
took hold of the silken ribbon fromwhich hung the softly gl ow ng silver
shield. Mathew noticed, as he did so, the unusual arnor in which Khardan had
been dressed. It was nade of netal —bl ack and shining. A strange design was

i nset into the breastpl ate—a snake whose withing body had been cut into
several pieces. It was a gruesonme device, and Mathew found hinsel f staring at
it, unmoving, his hand poised in mdair above Khardan's neck

"Go on!" grated ibn Jad, standing over him "Wy do you del ay?"

Starting, Mathew wenched his gaze fromthe grotesque arnor and fixed it on
the silver shield. Cupping his hand beneath the talisman, he closed his
fingers over it gingerly, as though fearing it would be hot to the touch. The
silver metal felt warm but only fromthe heat of Khardan's body. J asping the
shi el d, Mathew gave the ribbon a sharp tug. It snapped. The charm cane off in
Mat hew s hand. Al nost instantly the metallic gl ow began to fade. Khardan noved
hi s head, groaning.

"Gve that to nme."

Wor dl essly, Mat hew handed i bn Jad the charm

The man studied it carefiilly. "A delicate bit of craftsmanship." He gl anced
fromthe charmto Mathew to Khardan. "You must care about himvery much."

"I do," Mathew said softly, keeping his eyes | owered.

"A pity," said Auda ibn Jad coolly.

Mat hew | ooked up in alarm but at that nmonent, novenent seen out of the corner
of his eye distracted him

Zohra, stumbling with faltering footsteps but managi ng to wal k nonet hel ess,
was approaching their group. Mathew saw the set of her jaw, the fire in the

bl ack eyes, and tried to call out, to speak, to warn her, but the words caught
in his dry throat. Seeing his fixed gaze, the slave trader turned.

The wind fromthe sea was rising. Small waves were washing up on the shore



now. Behind Zohra, Mathew saw the cloud on the horizon grow ng |arger and

dar ker .

The wi nd whi pped Zohra's veil from her face. She caught hold of it and covered
her nose and nouth. Coming to stand before Auda ibn Jad, she drew herself
weakly to her full height, regarding himw th flashing black eyes.

"I am Zohra, Princess of the Hrana. | do not know where | am or why you have
brought nme here, dog of a kafirl But | insist that you take nme back!"
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Chapter 2

An angry shout from Ki ber, who was | ashing out at one of his own nmen with his
canel stick, attracted Auda's attention, and he did not i mediately answer
Zohra's demand. Kiber was busy supervising the unl oadi ng of several djenel,
baggage canels. Under their leader's direction, the gounms and the sl aves

pl aced the wooden boxes, rattan baskets, and other items in the sand near the
water's edge. It was the mishandling of several |arge, carved ivory jars with
seal ed lids that brought down Kiber's wath on his gown. The sl aves were not
allowed to touch these jars, Mathew noted. Several hand-picked gouns were
lowering die jars fromthe djenmel to die sand with extrene care and caution
treating themw th al nost reverential respect. Wen one of the gouns nearly
dropped his end of the jar. Kiber was on himin a flash, and i bn Jad frowned
darkly.

Mat hew wonder ed what could be in the jars—possibly some rare incense or
perfune. Whatever it was, it was heavy, It took two of Kiber's strongest goumns
tolift a jar by its ivory handles and stagger across the sand to place it

wi th the other merchandi se stacked al ong the shoreline.

The nmen carrying the jars passed quite close to where Mat hew stood in die hot
sun near Khardan's litter. The young wi zard woul d have |iked to have exam ned
the jars nore closely, for he thought he detected magi cal runes anong the

ot her designs carved on the sides, and his skin prickled with a tingle of fear
and curiosity when he observed that the Iid was
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decorated with the carved body of a severed snake—the same device that
appeared on Khardan's bl ack arnmor. But Mathew did not have time to investigate
or even give nore than a moment's passing thought to the ivory jars. H's
attention was focused on Zohra, and he stared at the wonan with mingl ed anger
frustration, fear, and admration

She nust be as bewi |l dered and confused as | am Mat hew t hought. No, nore so,
because he at |east knew the slave trader and knew why Auda i bn Jad wanted

hi mthe fish, obviously, although that didn't begin to answer all the
guestions. Zohra had wakened in a strange place fromsone sort of enchanted

sl eep, experienced all the same unconfortable sensations Mt hew had

experi enced—even now she swayed slightly on her feet and he could tell that it
was taking every ounce of will she possessed to remain standi ng. She had,
apparently, no idea where she was (This di sappoi nted Mat hew. He had hoped she
woul d recogni ze this place.) and yet she was regarding the form dabl e Auda ibn
Jad with the same scornful gaze she night have fixed upon poor Usti, her
djinn, for bungling a conmand.

Auda's attention continued to remain focused on the unpacking of the ivory
jars. Mathew saw Zohra's dark eyes above the veil flare with anger, her black
brows draw together. He knew he should stop her. In his nmnd he saw the sl ave
girl falling to the sand, ibn Jad's knife in her ribs. But the intense heat of
the sun radiating up fromthe salt floor was sapping Mathew s strength.
dinging to one of the poles supporting the litter where Khardan |ay, Mathew
could only try to warn Zohra to keep still with a gesture of his hand. Zohra
saw hi m and she saw Khardan, who was groani ng, shaking his head nuzzily, and
maki ng feeble, futile attenpts to sit up

"I asked you a question, swi ne!" Zohra said, stanping her slippered foot on
the cracked ground, her jewelry jingling, her body quivering wth anger

Dog of a kafir] Sw ne! Mathew cringed.



"I ama Princess of ny people. You will treat nme as such," Zohra continued,

hol ding the veil tightly over her face, the rising wind whipping the silken
folds of her chador around her legs. "You will tell ne where | amand you wl|l
then return ne to ny people.”

Seeing the nine ivory jars safely stacked up on the shoreline with four gouns
posted guard around them Auda ibn
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Jad turned his attention to the woman standi ng before him A glint of
anmusenment flickered in the hooded eyes. Wakly Mat hew sank down onto the hot
ground, huddling in a small patch of shade cast by Khardan's litter. Al npst

i medi ately, however, a new fear arose when the young w zard saw Khardan's
eyes open to stare about his surroundings in confused astoni shment.

A waterskin lay nearby. Catching it up, Mathew held the nmouth out to Khardan
to drink, trying as best he could to warn himto keep silent. The Calif thrust
the waterskin aside. Gritting his teeth agai nst the pain, Khardan propped

hi nsel f up on one el bow and stared intently at Auda ibn Jad.

"You stand, Princess, on the shores of the Kurdin Sea—

"The Waters of Tara-kan?" Zohra cut in scornfully. "Do you take ne for a

f ool ?"

"No, my lady." Respect coated the surface of Auda's voice.

He was toying with her, amusing hinself because he had no other entertainnent.
The slaves and the gowns had conpl eted unl oadi ng the camels. The sl aves sank,
panting, down onto the ground, trying desperately to find some nodi cum of
shade by crouchi ng beside the kneeling canels. The gowns stood in disciplined
silence, sipping water and keepi ng watch over the baggage and the sl aves. They
appeared i mmune to the heat, though Mat hew coul d see huge patches of sweat
darkening their black uniforns. And he noted, as he glanced at them that nore
than one turned his gaze out to sea, nodding in relief and satisfaction at the
sight of the shadow growi ng | arger upon the water

"Al'l know the Waters of the Tara-kan do not exist," said Zohra, dismissing the
vast sea that stretched before her with decisive finality. So calmy and
firmy did she speak that' it seened the sea itself nust realize its m stake
and take itself out of her presence at once.

"I assure you, nadam that these are the waters of the Kurdin Sea. W have
reached them by traveling north fromthe Tel in the desert of Fagrah to the
city of ldrith, then due east across the southernnost border of the Geat

St eppes. "

Zohra gazed at Auda pityingly. "You are nmad. Such a journey would take

nont hs! "

"Indeed it has, my lady," ibn Jad replied softly. "Look at the sun."

Zohra | ooked upward at the sun. So did Khardan. Mathew watched the Calif
carefully, searching for dues in die expres-

THE PALADIN OF THE NI GHT

139

sion on the man's face. The young w zard hinmsel f did not bother to study the
orb's position in the sky. In this strange part of the world, he was barely
able to judge the passing of day into night nuch | ess the passing of weeks
into nonths. It seemed to himto have been only last night that they had
escaped the Battle at the Tel. Had it truly been nonths ago? Were they truly
far fromtheir homnel and?

Qur horel and! Mat hew shook his head bl eakly. Wat am | thinking about? My
honel and ... So nmuch farther away than that. . . Farther away than the bl azing
sun .

He saw Khardan's eyes wi den, the man's face grow pal e beneath the growh of
heavy bl ack beard, the lips part, the tongue attenpt to noisten them The
Calif | ooked down now upon the strange arnor that he wore, noticing it for the
first time. His hand ran over it, and Mathew saw the fingers trenble.

Wrdl essly the young wi zard held out the waterskin again. This tine Khardan
accepted it, drinking a small anount, his brow furrowed, his black eyes fixed



upon Auda ibn Jad with a dark expression Mathew could not fathom

Zohra's cool demeanor, too, was shaken. She darted a swift, fearful glance at
Mat hew from above her veil —+the gl ance of one who has ventured blithely onto
snoot h, hardpacked sand, only to di scover herself being sucked beneath the
shifting surface.

Mat hew qui ckly averted his eyes. She had thrown herself into this, she mnust

get herself out. He could say or do nothing that would hel p her, and he dared
not attract the attention of the slave trader to hinself. By the | ooks of it,
Auda ibn Jad was telling the truth. They had undertaken a | ong journey,
apparently traveling under some sort of spell that feigned death yet kept them
very much alive

The city guards do -not search the bodies of the dead.

That statement was begi nning to make sense. Mathew s hand stol e
surreptitiously to the gl obe containing the fish. Ibn Jad had given it to him
originally to sneak it past the guards in the city of Kich. Now Mat hew had
been instrumental, apparently, in doing the same thing with the guards of
Idrith. That was the reason i bn Jad had taken Mathew captive instead of
killing himand retrieving the fish. Mathew recalled the monent of terror when
he had awakened in the tall grass near the oasis. Seeing the slave trader

st andi ng above him he had supposed the man neant to murder him Instead, ibn
Jad had cast himinto a deep sleep
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But why take Khardan? Wy take ZohraP Wy bring them here? Why the ships?
Where were they being taken? Surely, if he had brought themthis far, ibn Jad
did not intend to kill them now

Looki ng at Auda's snooth, inpassive face, the unblinking eyes; |ooking at the
waters of the sea that were grow ng rougher by the nonent; |ooking at the
shadow covering the water and realizing that it was the darkness of a rapidly
approaching storm-a strange storm a stormthat seenmed to rage only on a snall
part of the ocean—Vat hew wondered despairingly if death coming to themthis

m nute m ght not be a bl essing.

"I do not like this place," said Zohra coolly. "I am|leaving."

Mat hew rai sed his eyes, staring at her in astonishnment.

Gat hering the folds of her w nd-whipped cl othes around her with one hand,
hol di ng her veil over her nose and mouth with the other, Zohra turned her back
upon Auda ibn Jad and began wal ki ng due west over the cracked, tortured earth.
Shruggi ng, ibn Jad noved over to the shoreline and stood there, gazing
intently out eastward into the storm The gouns, watching Zohra, nudged each
other, many pointing at the sun and | aughi ng. Kiber said something to Auda ibn
Jad, who gl anced at Zohra out of the corner of his eye and shrugged agai n.

Mat hew stared at her, aghast. She knew, far better than he, having lived in
the desert, that she would not [ast nmore than a few hours out there before the
nercil ess heat blistered her skin and boil ed her blood, before the | ack of

wat er drove her to nadness. The stormw nd bl owi ng off the sea tore the silken
veil from her head, her long black hair streamed into her face, nearly

blinding her. Still weak fromthe effects of the spell, Zohra stunbled over
t he cracked, uneven ground, slipped and fell. Pausing a noment to catch her
breath, she staggered back up to her feet and continued on, |inping.

She's twi sted her ankle. She won't get a hundred yards! Mathew realized.

Hal f - heard words spoken by the gouns indicated they were placing bets on how
far she could go before collapsing. O all the stupid, neaningless gestures!
Mat hew fumed. Why didn't she just drive a knife into her heart? Was her pride
that inportant? More inportant than her life?

And t hese peopl e consi dered hi m nmad!

Struggling to his feet, Mathew cast a wary gl ance at ibn
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Jad. Seeing him apparently absorbed in watching for the ship, the young w zard
started after Zohra. She was weakening fast. Her |inmp was nore pronounced,



every nmovenent nust be causi ng her agony. Mathew qui ckly caught up with the
worman and grabbed hold of her arm

Turni ng, she saw who it was held her and i medi ately jerked away.

"Let me go!" she ordered

At the sight of her pain-twi sted face, the parched |ips already cracked and

bl eeding fromthe salt-laden air, and the fierce pride and determ nation
masking the terror in the black eyes, Mathew felt tears well up in his throat.
Whet her they were tears of pity, tears of adnmiration, or tears of exasperated
rage, he wasn't certain. H s instinct was to take her in his arnms and confort
her, let her know she wasn't alone in the fear and despair she was trying
desperately to hide. Yet the wizard had the distinct feeling that once he got
hi s hands on the obstreperous wonan, he'd shake her until her teeth rattled in
her head.

"Zohra! Stop! Listen to nme!" Mathew caught hold of her again and this tine
held on firmy. Unable to free herself, she glared at himin fury. "You're
only maki ng things worse! Do you know what kind of death youll die out there?"
The bl ack eyes stared at hi munwaveringly.

She knows, Mathew t hought, swallowing the lunp in his throat. "Zohra"—he tried
agai n—what ever we face can't possibly be as bad as that! Don't |eave ne!

Don't | eave Khardan! W've got to get through this together. It's our only
chance! "

Her eyes blinked, her gaze shifted from Mathew to Khardan, a slight smle

twi sted the cracked Iips. Not liking the | ooks of that smile, Mathew gl anced
swi ftly around.

Auda i bn Jad had his back turned, staring out to sea. Unarmed, with no weapon
but his bare hands, Khardan had risen fromthe litter and was runni ng across
the sand toward the slave trader

Gnashing his teeth in frustration, his heart stopped in fear, Mathew watched
hel pl essly, expecting to see the gouns rush the Calif, Kiber draw his shining
sword and cut Khardan down. |nstead, no one made a nove. No one even shouted a
warning to ibn Jad, who still had his back to his rapidly approachi ng eneny.
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Khardan hurled hinself at the slave trader, his hands outstretched.

The end came swiftly, occurring so fast that Mathew wasn't certain what
happened. He saw Auda i bn Jad sidestep ever so slightly. Khardan | eaped on his
back, his arms closing around the slave trader's throat. Auda's hands grabbed
hol d of Khardan*s arms and in the same, fluid novenent, bent forward, pulling
the Calif with him Propelled by his own nomentum Khardan was flipped over
the slave trader's shoulder. The Calif flew through the air and splashed inte
the shall ow water at the shore's edge. He lay there, dazed and stunned,
staring up at the sky.

"Has everyone gone insane? Are all you nomads intent on delivering yourselves
as quickly as possible into the arns of Death?" Mathew demanded bitterly.

"W are not cowards!" Zohra hissed, struggling feebly to escape his grip. "Not
like you! I will die before anyone keeps me captive, for whatever reason!”
"Sometines it takes nore courage to live!" Mathew responded, his voice thick
and choked.

Zohra stared at him the wonen's clothes he wore, and nmade no answer.

Auda i bn Jad was shouting orders. Goums canme running across the sand toward
them Catching hold of both Zohra and Mathew, they dragged them back to the
slave trader. O her goums, supervised by Kiber, were lifting Khardan up out of
the sea. They shoved Mathew down into the sand near the baggage that was to be
| oaded onto the approaching vessels. Zohra fell down next to him Kiber
dropped Khardan, breathing heavily, at their feet. Bending over the Calif,
ostensibly to see if he was hurt but in reality hiding his face, Mathew saw
Zohra | ooking at him her dark eyes unusually thoughtful

He turned his head, not wanting to neet her gaze, afraid that if she should be
able to see inside him she would see there the sick fear that shamed hi mand
made a nockery of his words



Chapter 3

Brui sed and achi ng, Khardan was content for the noment to catch his breath and
consi der the situation. His attack on Auda i bn Jad had not been as rash and
ill considered as it appeared to Mathew. The Calif knew that the fall of a

| eader can never fail to throw even the best disciplined arnmy into confusion
and di sarray. There was every possibility this slave trader ruled by fear

al one and his followers might be exceedingly grateful to the man who renoved
the sword fromtheir throats.

That man is not likely to be me—at |east not at this noment, Khardan thought,
glancing at ibn Jad with grudging respect. The slave trader had tossed him
around with the ease of a father playing with his children! Looking at the

I ong, curved sword ibn Jad wore at his side, the Calif guessed that the nman
was undoubtedly equally skilled with it, as well. And the | onger Khardan

wat ched Ki ber and his gowns, the nore obvious it became to himthat they
served i bn Jad with unshakabl e, unswerving |loyalty—the type of loyalty that is
not and never can be generated by fear

What | need now are answers, Khardan thought upon reflection. O course, these
had to come fromthe red-haired youth, the one whose |ife he had saved. The
Calif had recogni zed the slave trader as the man in the white pal anquin who
had stared at Khardan with such nal evolence in the city of Rich. Mre than
once Khardan had wakened in the night, sweating and shaki ng, renenbering the
dreadful prom se of .revenge in those cold, flat eyes—the eyes of a snake.
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Khardan coul d understand i bn Jad's anger—the Calif had stolen one of his
sal ves, after all. But Khardan had known at the time, when those deadly eyes

first pierced his soul, that there was nore to it than that. It was as if the
Calif had snatched up the one thing in this world that gave ibn Jad reason to
live. And Auda had promised, in that |ook, that he would have it back

What was the young man's name, anyway? Khardan tried to renmenber through the
haze of pain and confusion. Mat-hew Something like that. He'd heard Zohra
pronounce it. Thinking of his wife, who wasn't a wife to himany nore than the
young man was a wife to him Khardan gl anced at her. Zohra sat on the other
side of Mathew, and unlike the young man, who was | ooking at himwith a
worried expression, she didn't appear to be the |least interested in Khardan's
wel fare. He couldn't see her face; the black hair, blown by the w nd, covered
it like a veil. Nursing her sore ankle, rubbing it with her hand, she stared
straight out to sea and was seeningly lost in her thoughts.

Khar dan wonder ed what she knew about the young man. It was too late to ask.
Bitterly he regretted not questioning this nan about his past, about where
he'd conme from why he had chosen to hide his sex fromthe world in wonen's
clothes. It occurred to Khardan that he hadn't spoken nore than twenty words
to the youth the entire time he'd been in the nomad' s canp.

Who coul d bl ame me? Khardan reflected grinmly, |ooking up at the young nman wth
the flame-colored hair and the face as snooth and delicate as that of any
worman. Kneel i ng besi de Khardan, Mathew was naking a clunmsy attenpt to | oosen
the fastenings of the breastplate clanped over the Calif's chest.

A man who di sguises hinself as a wonan! A man who lets hinself be taken into
another man's harem Bad enough | had to live with such di sgrace—but to be
seen taking an interest in hin

There was too nuch on ny mind to worry over a boy— SheykhzZeid, Meryem. . |
Khardan's heart junped. Meryem She'd been in danger! The battle ... he
renenbered seeing her face just before he | ost consci ousness. Wat had
happened to her? What had happened to all of then+his people? Wiy was he here?
He stared again at the sun whose position in the sky meant the passage of two
nonths at | east.

Fromldrith to the Kurdin Sea . . . Answers! He needed answers!



Reachi ng out, he caught hold of the young man's arm "What is going on?" he
asked softly.

Startl ed, Mathew glanced at Khardan uneasily, then shook his head and averted
his face. He was attenpting to untie a knot in one of the |eather thongs
hol di ng the sides of the breastplate together. Khardan's hand cl osed over his,
halting his work with its firmpressure.

"What is your nane?"

"Mat hew, " was the barely audible reply. The young man kept his eyes | owered.
"Mat - hew, " repeated Khardan, stumbling over the strange-sounding word and
coming out with it finally in a manner and accent simlar to Zohra's.
"Mat-hew, it is obvious that we are here because of you. Wiy does this man
want you?"

Mat hew | owered his head. Locks of the flamng red hair slid out from beneath
the woman's veil he wore, partially hiding his face. But Khardan saw a flush
stain the fair cheeks, he saw the curved |lips trenble, and he could guess at
t he answer the youth was too enbarrassed to give.

"So, he does not know you are a — Khardan paused. ,,»,., The crimson in
t he cheeks deepened. Mat hew shook his :< head. Khardan felt the young man's
hands shake; the fingers were icy to the touch, despite the terrible heat.
Letting | oose the boys hand, Khardan gl anced around cautiously. Auda ibn Jad
and Ki ber stood together on the beach, conferring in | ow tones, occasionally
gl ancing out to sea. The gowns' attentions were focused on the sea as well.

-- The sl aves sat huddl ed together near the canels, heads bowed, j. no

i nterest in anything.

"That's not the truth, Mat-hew, " Khardan said slowy, \ turning his gaze back
to the youth. "He doesn't want you for

his bed. He would have sold you in Kich if | hadn't stolen

you away. There is another reason he wants you and it is the

reason we are here. Tell ne."”

Rai si ng his head, Mathew | ooked at Khardan. The young

man's eyes were wide and in themwas a | ook of such plead-."':. tag and terror
t hat Khardan was taken aback. |; "Don't ask me!" The words cane out a
gasp.

*t;; Khardan's lips tightened in anger and frustration. The v boy's fear was
cont agi ous. Khardan felt it chill his own blood ." and the feeling irritated
him He'd never experienced fear
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like this before, and he had feced death in battle since he was seventeen
years old. This fear was like a child's fear of the dark—rrational

illogical, and very real

Mat hew gave up on the knot; his hands were shaking too violently. He started
to turn away, to go sit with Zohra, who was crouched on the hot ground near
Khardan's feet. The Calif caught hold of him again.

Slowy, reluctantly, Mathew gl anced back at him The face was terror stricken,
t he eyes begged Khardan to rel ease him Khardan bit back the words he'd been
going to «ay. He wanted to sit up; the heavy netal of the arnor was poking him
unconfortably in the back. But moving about might attract the attention of ibn
Jad, and Khardan wanted to tal k undi sturbed for as |ong as possible.

"\What happened at the Tel, then," Khardan said gruffly, frowning. "Surely you
can tell me that! How did we cone to fell into the hands of this slave
trader ?"

As he had hoped she woul d, Zohra turned her head at his question. She scared
at her husband, exchanged a swift, grimglance with Mathew, then turned back
to gaze out at the sea in silence once nore.

"The Amir's forces raided the canmp. Everyone—aonen and chil dren—aere taken

pri soner— Mat hew answered softly, warily.



"I know that," Khardan snapped inpatiently. "I saw. | nean after."

"We—Zohra and | —escaped fay hiding in a tent." Mathew s eyes, as he spoke,

were focused on the snake on Khardan's armor. "You . . . fell in battle. W
uh ... found you on the battlefield. The Amir's nen were taking prisoners,

you see, and we feared that they woul d take you, so we carried you off the
field of battle—=

"—di sgui sed as a woman."

H e cold, snoboth voice broke in on the conversation. Intent upon Mathew s
story, Khardan had not heard the nman approach. Twi sting, he | ooked up into the
bl ack masked face of Auda ibn Jad.

H e man was tal ki ng nonsense! Khardan sat up, chafing beneath the hot, heavy
arnor. lgnoring ibn Jad, the Calif |ooked to Mathew to continue his story and
was astounded to see that the boy had gone deathly white and was biting his
nether lip. Khardan's gaze went to Zohra. She kept her back

turned to him but that back was rigid, her neck stiff, her head held high in
a manner quite well-known to him

"I's this true?" Khardan demanded angrily.

"Yes, it's true!" Zohra whirled to face him her hair whipping about her in
the wind bl owing off the sea. "How do you think you woul d have escaped
otherwise? Is the Amir such a kindly man that he woul d say, 'Ah, poor fellow,
he's hurt. Take himaway and tend him ? Hah! Mre likely a sword through the
throat and the jackals feasting off your brains, nuch food they would find
there!™”

A smile twitched at the corner of the nouth of Auda ibn Jad.

"You have . . . shanmed ne!" Khardan's face burned an angry red. Sweat beaded
his brow. H s hands cl enched and he struggled for breath. "I am...

di shonored! "

"It was all we could think of to do!" Mathew faltered. G ancing up, he saw the
reptile eyes of ibn Jad watching with interest. The youth laid a placating,

trenbling hand on Khardan's arm "No one saw us, |'mcertain. There was so
much smoke and confusion. W hid in the tall grass, near the oasis. "
"The young woman tells the truth, Nonad," said ibn Jad. "It was there | found

you, in the oasis, dressed in rose-pink silk. You don't believe me?" Crouching
down opposite Mathew, the slave trader reached out his slender hand and caught
hold of the youth by the chin. "Look at that face, Nonad. How can such beauty
lie? Look into the green eyes. See the love they hold for you? Bl ossom here
didit for love, Nomad." Ibn Jad rel eased Mat hew roughly, the marks of the
man's fingers showing clearly on the youth's livid face. "Now this one." The
slave trader turned to | ook admringly at Zohra, who was pointedly ignoring
him "This one, 1'd say, did it for spite.” Auda ibn Jad rose to his feet.

"Not that it matters, where you are going, Nomad," he added casually.

"Where are we goi ng?" Zohra asked with disdain, as though inquiring of a slave
what they mi ght be having for dinner

"Across this—the waters of the sea whose exi stence you refuse to acknow edge,
Princess," said Auda ibn Jad with a smle and a gesture of his hand. "W go to
the island fortress of Galos, where dwells the |ast remant of those who

wor shi p Zhakrin, God of the Night."
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"I have never heard of this God," Zohra stated, dism ssing Zhakrin as she

di sm ssed the ocean

"That is because he has been deposed from his heavenly throne. Some think him
dead—a costly m stake. Zhakrin lives, and we gather now in his palace to
prepare for his return.”

"We?" Zohra's lip curled in scorn

Auda i bn Jad's voice becanme cool, reverent. "The Bl ack Pal adins, the Holy

Kni ghts of Evil."

Chapter 4

Bl ack Pal adi ns, zZhakrin . . . The words nmeant nothing to Zohra. None of this
meant anything to Zohra, except that she was here where she did not want to



be, she was being held captive by this man, and her attenpt to escape had been
st opped by Mathew. Zohra did not believe ibn Jad's wild tales about traveling
to Idrith and beyond to a sea that did not exist. The Tel was nearby. It had
to be. He was lying to prevent themfromattenpting to escape, and Mat hew had
swal  owed that lie. And so had Khardan, apparently. As for the odd position of
the sun in the sky, a sumer sun—+t had been spring when she cl osed her eyes
to sleep the sleep of exhaustion in the oasis—that coul d be expl ai ned. She
knew it could, if only she could get away fromthis man with the di sturbing
eyes and di scover the truth.

What they needed was action, to fight, to do sonething instead of just sit
here like . . . like old wonmen! Zohra gl anced at the two men with her and her
lips twisted in derision. At |east Khardan had tried to fight. She had been
proud of himat that noment. But now the man's anger and hurt pride had
overthrown his reason, casting himinto sone sort of stupor. He stared at his
hands, his fists clenching and uncl enching, his breath com ng in short gasps.
As for the young w zard—Zohra gl anced at himin scorn

"He has already exhibited his worth!" the wonman nuttered beneath her breath.
"I could measure it in goat droppings!"”
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She herself was at a di sadvantage now, with her injured ankle. At a

di sadvant age, but not hel pl ess. Her hand went to her breast. The dagger she
had grabbed during the onset of the raid was hidden in her bosom Pressing
agai nst her flesh, the netal felt warm and reassuring. She would neve'r be
taken aboard a ship, if such was truly the intent of this man. She woul d never
be taken to any pal ace of a dead God.

Mat hew s voi ce, speaking to the Paladin, disturbed her thoughts.

"So that is how you did it?" The young nan wa§ staring up at Auda ibn Jad with
awe; fear made his voice crack. Zohra gl anced away fromhimin disgust. "That
is how you cast the enchanted sl eep over us. You are not a w zard—

"No, Blossom" Ibn Jad frowned at the idea. "I ama true knight and nmy power
cones from Zhakrin, not from Sul. Long ago, in ny youth, | |earned the m ght
of Zhakrin. | accepted himas nmy God and pledged to himmny life, ny soul.
have worked—all those of nmy Order have worked—unceasingly to bring about our
God's return into this world."

"A priest!" Zohra sneered. She did not see the cruel eyes, gazing at her

narr ow dangerously.

"No!" said Mathew hastily. "Not a priest. O rather a priest who is a warrior

One who can"—the young nan paused, then said heavily—kill in the nane of the
God. "

"Yes," said the Black Paladin coolly. "I have laid many souls upon the altar

of Zhakrin." The toe of his boot idly scraped the salty soil from around the

base of one of the ivory jars that stood near them "W kill w thout nercy,

yet never without reason. The God is angered by sensel ess nurder, since the

living are always nore valuable in his service than the dead."

"That's why you've kept us alive," Mathew said softly. "To serve your God. But
how?"

"Haven't you figured that out yet, Blosson?" Auda ibn Jad | ooked at him

qui zzically. "No? Then | prefer to keep you ignorant. Fear of the unknown is

much nore debilitating."

The storm was worsening. Water that had previously been cal mnow crashed on

the shore. Everyone's clothing was wet through with salt spray. The sun had

di sappeared behind the storm cl ouds, casting a dark shadow over them

Ki ber's voice called out urgently. The Black Paladin turned to | ook to sea.

"Ah! The ship is in sight. Only a few nore

nonents before it lands. You will excuse ne, | amcertain.” Ibn Jad bowed.

"There are matters to which | nust attend.”



Turni ng, he wal ked over to Kiber. TTie two conferred briefly, then Kiber
hurried over to his gouns, gesturing and shouting orders. Hi e soldiers sprang
into action, sone running over to the canels, others taking up positions
around t he baggage, others hauling the slaves to their feet.

Curious, Zohra |ooked out to sea.

She had heard tal es of the dhough, the vessels nade of wood that floated upon
the water and had wings to drive them before the wi nd. She had never seen one
bef ore. She had never, in fact, seen a body of water as large as this one and
was secretly in awe of it, or would have been, if such an enotion would not
have betrayed weakness. Looking critically at the ship as it approached, Zohra
felt at first disappointnent.

The neddah, the storyteller, had said these vessels were |ike white-w nged sea
bi rds, swooping gracefully over the water. This dhough™ resenbled a gigantic
i nsect, crawing over the ocean's surface. Qars stuck out from either side,
scrabbling over the waves |ike feet, propelling the insect forward into the
teeth of the wind. Ragged bl ack wi ngs flapped wildly.

Zohra knew not hi ng about ships or sailing, but she found it inpossible to see
how this one stayed afloat. Time and again she expected to see it perish. The
vessel plunged in and out of the tall waves, its prow sliding down an incline
that was steep and snmooth as polished steel. It disappeared, and it seened it
must have vani shed forever beneath the churning waters. Then suddenly it cane
in sight, springing up out of the watery chasmlike a many-I|egged bug
scrabbling to regain its footing.

Zohra's disappointment turned to uneasi ness; her uneasi-ness darkened and
deepened the nearer the ship approached.

"Mat - hew, "she said softly, noving nearer the young w zard, whose gaze was
fixed, like hers, upon the ship. "You have sailed in these dhough?"

"Yes." H s voice was tight, strained.

"You have sailed across a sea?" She had not believed his story before. She
wasn't certain she believed it now, but she needed reassurance.

He nodded. His eyes, staring at the ship, were wde. . "I't | ooks so
frail. How does it survive such a beating?"
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"It shouldn't." He coughed, his throat was dry. "lIt"—he hesitated, licking his
l[ips—=it isn't an ... ordinary ship, Zohra. Just like that isn't an ordinary

storm They' re supernatural
He used the termfrom his own | anguage and she stared at him unconprehendi ng.
Mat hew groped for words. "Magic, enchanted."

At that, Khardan lifted his head, his fog of rage bl own away by the cold,
biting wind of Mathew s words. The Calif stared out at the ship that was so

cl ose now they could see figures wal king across its slanting deck. A jagged
bolt of Iightning shot fromthe churning black clouds, striking the mast.

FIl ane danced al ong the yardarms, the rigging caught fire and burned, the sails
became sheets of flanme whose garish light was reflected on the water-slick
deck and flickered in the rising and falling oars. The vessel had becone a
ship of fire

Cat chi ng her breath, Zohra | ooked hurriedly at Auda ibn Jad, expecting somne
outcry, sonme angry reaction. The man paced the shore and appeared di sturbed,
but the glances he cast the ship were of inpatience, not dismy.

Mat hew s hand cl osed over hers. Looking back out to sea, Zohra shrank close to
the young man. The flanes did not consunme the vessel! Burning fiercely, the
ship surged across title stormtossed waves, being driven to shore by
buffeti ng wi nds. Thunder boomed around it, a black banner burst fromits

mast head. Qutlined in flame was the inage of a severed snake.

"They woul d put us aboard that!" Zohra's voice was | ow and hol | ow.

"Zohra," WMathew began hel pl essly, hands on her shoulders, "it will be al
right. "



"No!" Wth a wild shriek, she broke free of him Leaping to her feet, fear
absorbing the pain of her injured ankle, Zohra ran wildly away fromthe sea,
away fromthe blazing ship. Her flight caught everyone off guard; the Bl ack
Pal adin fum ng at the slowness of the ship in docking was staring out to sea,
as were all those not involved with nore pressing tasks. A flutter of silk
seen out of the corner of the eye caught Kiber's attention. He shouted, and

t he gouns guardi ng the captives and the baggage set off instantly in pursuit.
Fear lends strength, but it saps strength, too, and when pani c subsides, the
body is weaker as a result. The fire from

Ae ship seened to shoot through Zohra's |eg; her ankle could no | onger bear
her wei ght and gave way beneath her. Away fromthe water's edge and the
cooling winds of the storm Zohra felt the heat that was rising fromthe salt
flats suck out her breath and parch her throat. The glare of the sun off the
crystalline sand seared through her eyes and into her brain. Behind her, she
could hear panting breath, the pounding of booted feet.

Staggering blindly, Zohra stumbled and fell. Her hand cl osed over the hilt of
t he hi dden dagger and, when rough hands grabbed hold of her, she struck out at
themw th the knife. Unable to see through her tangled hair, she |ashed wildly
at the sound of their voices or their harsh, rasping breath. A grunt and a
bitter curse told her she'd drawn bl ood and she fought ever nore furiously.

A col d voi ce barked a comrand

Hands cl osed over her wrist, bones cracked, pain burned in her arm Gaggi ng,
choki ng, she dropped the dagger

Gipping her firmy by the arms, the gouns—ene of them bl eeding froma slash
across the chest—dragged her back across the sand. The ship had dropped anchor
some di stance fromthe shore and stood burning in the water like a horrible
beacon. The sight of small boats, black against the flames, crawing slowy
toward | and, renewed Zohra's terror

She struggl ed agai nst her captors, pulling backward with all the weight of her
body.

Sweati ng profusely, the gouns haul ed her before the Bl ack Pal adin. Zohra shook
the hair out of her eyes, her sun-dazzl ed vision had cl eared enough to see
him He was regarding her coolly, thoughtfully, perhaps wondering if she was
worth the trouble.

Deci sion nade, ibn Jad lifted his hand and struck
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Chapter 5

"Bind his hands and arns!"

Rubbi ng hi s knuckl es, Auda ibn Jad gl anced fromthe conatose body of Zohra
lying at his feet to the insane struggl es of Khardan, battling with the gouns.
"If he persists in causing trouble, render himunconscious as well."
"Khardan!" Mat hew was pl eading, "be calnm There's nothing we can do! No sense
in fighting! W nust just try to survivel™

Soothingly, timdly he touched the rmuscular armthat was bei ng wenched behi nd
Khardan's back and bound tightly with cords of braided henp used to hold the
baggage in place upon the camels. Garing at himin bitter anger, Khardan drew
away fromthe young man. Hi s struggl es ceased, however, but whether from
seeing the logic in Mathew s words or because he was bound, hel pless and
exhausted, the young wi zard did not know.

H s body shivering, like that of a horse who has been run into the ground,
Khardan stood wi th head bowed. Seeing himcalmfor the nmonent at |east, Mathew
left the Calif to tend to Zohra, who lay in a heap on the ground, her |ong

bl ack hair glistening with the salt spray fromthe poundi ng

waves.

Mat hew gl anced warily at the gouns, but they made no attenpt to stop him The
flat, cruel eyes turned their gaze on him however, and Mathew faltered, a
bird caught and held by the nmesnerizing stare of the cobra.
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Ki ber spoke, ibn Jad's gaze turned to his Captain, and Mat hew—wi th a shivering



si gh—erept forward again.

"These two are trouble," the | eader of the gowns grunbled. "Why not |eave them
as paynment, along with the slaves,"

"Zhakrin would not thank us for wasting such fine, healthy bodies and souls to
match. This woman"—bn Jad bent over to caress a strand of Zohra's bl ack
hair—is superb. | like her spirit. She will breed many strong followers for
the Cod. Perhaps | will take her nyself. As for the bearded devil" —bn Jad
strai ghtened and gl anced over at Khardan, his eyes coolly appraising the young
man' s rmuscul ar buil d—=you know what awaits him WII that not be worth sone
trouble in the eyes of Zhakrin?"

Auda i bn Jad's tone was severe. Kiber cringed, as though die knight's stern
rebuke cut his flesh. The goumis "Yes, Effendf was subdued.

"See to the landing party," ibn Jad ordered. "Keep your men occupied in
| oadi ng t he baggage aboard. Send the sailors to ne. | will take charge of
them™

Ki ber, bowi ng, scurried away. It seemed to Mathew that, at the mention of the
sailors, Kiber's tan face becane unusually pale, strained, and tense.

Zohra noaned, and Mathew s attention turned to her

"You had best rouse her and get her on board the boats as quickly as possible,
Bl ossom " said the Black Pal adin carelessly. "The sailors will be conming to ne
for their paynment and you are both in danger here."

Paynent ? Mat hew saw the Bl ack Paladin's reptile eyes go to the slaves, who
crouched together in a m serable huddle, chained hand and foot by the gouns as
soon as their |abors were finished. Pitifully thin and emaci ated, their bones
showi ng beneath their whip-scarred skin, the slaves stared in wild-eyed terror
at the fiery ship, obviously fearing that they would be forced to board it.

Mat hew had a sudden, chilling prenmonition that the poor wetches' fears were
groundl ess—er rather, msplaced. Hastily he hel ped Zohra to her feet. Draping
one of her arms over his shoul der, he put his arm around her waist and hal f
carried, half dragged her across the sand, over to where the gpuns were
keeping a wary eye on Khardan. G oggy but “conscious, Zohra clung to Mathew.
The right side of her face was brui sed and swollen. Blood trickled froma
split lip. She
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must have had a blindi ng headache, and a tiny gasp of pain escaped her every
time her injured foot touched the ground.

She nade no conpl ai nt, however, and did her best to keep up with Mathew, whose
own growi ng fear was lending inpetus to his strides. He was facing the

i ncom ng boats now, and his gaze went curiously to the crew who sailed a ship
of flame across stormblasted water and who were now com ng to shore to denmand
payment for their services.

There seened not hi ng unusual about them Human mal es, they shipped their oars
wi th disciplined skill. Junmping over the side into the shall ow water, they
dragged the boats onto the shore, |eaving them under Kiber's command. At his
orders, the gouns i medi ately began to stow the baggage on board, Kiber
personal |y supervising the | oading of the large, ivory jars. Though all did
their work efficiently, Mathew noted that every goum-Ki ber included—kept his
eyes fearfully upon the sailors.

They were all young, muscular nen with blond hair and fair, even features.

Com ng ashore, they paused and | ooked |l ong and hard at the goums, their blue
eyes eerily reflecting the orange glow of the fire that blazed in the water
behi nd them Kiber gave thema swift, hunted glance. H s eyes darted to Auda

i bn Jad, then back to his nen, who weren't noving fast enough to suit him
Shouting at the goums, Kiber's voice cracked with fear

"I'n the name of Zhakrin, God of Night and Evil, | bid you greeting," called
Auda i bn Jad.

The eyes of the sailors reluctantly left the gounms. As one man, they | ooked to



t he Bl ack Pal adi n standi ng, facing them some distance up the beach fromthe
shoreline. Mathew caught his breath, his arms went linp, he nearly let |oose
his hold on Zohra. He couldn't nove for astonishnent.

Each of the sailors was identical to every other. The sane nose, sane nouth,
same ears, sanme eyes. They were the sane height, the sane wei ght. They noved
the sane, they wal ked the sane, they were dressed the same—n tight-fitting
breeches, their chests bare, gleanm ng with water

Zohra sagged wearily in Mathew s arm She did not | ook up and somret hi ng war ned
Mat hew to make certain that she didn't. Snatching the veil fromhis hair, he
cast it over her head. The sailors' eyes swept over both of themlike a
bone-chilling wi nd. Mathew knew he shoul d nove, should take the few steps—all
that was required to bring them back

under the protection of Kiber and his gouns. But Mathew s fiset were nunb, his
body paral yzed by a fear that cane from deep inside the part of his mind where
ni ght mares | urked.

"We answered your sunmons and sailed our ship to do your bidding," spoke one
of the sailors—er perhaps it was all the sailors; the fifty nouths noved, but
Mat hew heard only one voice. "Were is our paynment?"

"Here," said Auda ibn Jad, and pointed at the slaves.

The sail ors | ooked and they nodded, satisfied, and then their aspect began to
change. The jaws thrust forward, the |ips parted and drew back, gleanmi ng teeth
| engt hened into fangs. The eyes burned, no longer reflecting the fire of their
ship, but with insatiable hunger. Voices changed to snarls, fingernails to
ripping talons. Wth an eager how, the sailors swept forward, the w nd of
their passing hitting Mathewwith a chill, foul-snelling blast, as if someone
had opened the doors of a desecrated and defil ed tonb.

He did not need to |look at the prints left behind by the creatures in the sand
to know what these nonsters were. He knew what he woul d see—not a human track
but the cloven hooves of an ass.

"Chul sl he breathed, shuddering in terror

The sl aves saw death running toward them Their shrieks were heartrendi ng and
piteous to hear. Zohra started to lift her head, but Mathew-—<l aspi ng her cl ose
to hi meovered her eyes with his hand and began to run, dragging her stunbling
and blinded along with him

"Don't |ook!" he panted, repeating the words over and over, trying not to hear
what was happeni ng behind him There was the clanking of chai ns—+the sl aves
trying desperately to escape. He heard their wails when they realized it was
hopel ess and then the first horrible screamand then nore screans and the
dreadful ripping, tearing sounds of teeth and tal ons sinking into and
devouring living flesh.

Zohra became dead weight in Mathew s arms. Overcone by her pain, she had | ost
consci ousness. Shaking, unable to take another step, he | owered her onto the
ground. Ki ber hinmself ran forward to lift up the woman's body and carry her
into the waiting boats. The gpum kept his eyes averted fromthe grisly
massacre, driving his men to their work with shouts and curses.

"Hazrat Akhran, have nmercy on us!" The voi ce was Khardan's, but Mathew barely
recogni zed it. The Calif's face
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was livid, bis beard blue against the pallid skin. Hs eyes were white-rinmed
and staring, purple shadows snudged the skin. Sweat trickled down his face;
his lips trenbl ed.

"Don't watch!" Mathew inplored, trying to block the man's vision of the
gruesome carnage

Khardan | unged forward. Bound or not, he obviously intended to try and help

t he dooned sl aves.

Mat hew caught hol d of himby the shoul ders. Struggling wildly, Khardan sought
to free hinmself, but the youth held onto himtightly, with the strength of
desperati on. *

"Chul s!'" Mathew cried, his voice catching in his burning throat. "They feed on



human flesh. It will be over soon. There's nothing you can do!"

Behind him he could hear screans of the dying, their still Iiving bodies
being rended fromlinb to linb. Their wails tore through head and heart.

"I can't stand it!" Khardan gasped.

"I know! " Mathew dug his nails into the man's flesh. "But there is nothing you
can do! Ibn Jad holds the ghuls in thrall, but just barely. Interfere, and you
kill us all!"

W enching hinself free from Mathew s hol d, Khardan | ost his bal ance, stunbl ed,
and fell to his knees. He did not get up, but remmined crouched on the ground,
sweat i ng and shivering, his breath com ng in painful sobs.

The screans ceased suddenly. Mathew cl osed his eyes, going linmp in relief.

Foot steps crunched in the sand near him and he | ooked up hurriedly. Auda ibn
Jad stood beside him staring down at Khardan. The Calif heaved a shuddering
sigh. Wping his hand across his nouth, he lifted his head. H s face was
white, the lips tinged with the green of sickness. Dark, bloodshot eyes,
shadowed with the horror of what they had w tnessed, stared up at the Black
Pal adi n.

"'What kind of nonster are you?" Khardan asked hoarsely.

"The kind you will becone," answered Auda ibn Jad. '

Chapter 6

It was well Mathew had others to worry about during the journey across the
Kurdin Sea on the denon-driven vessel, or he might have truly succunmbed to
madness. They had no nore set foot on board when the ghuls returned fromtheir
feast. Once nore in the gui se of handsone young nen, their bodi es daubed with
bl ood, they silently took their places at the oars bel ow and on the decks and
in the rigging above. A word from Auda ibn Jad set the black sails billow ng.
The anchor was wei ghed, the ghuls heaved at the oars, the storm w nds how ed,
[ ightning cracked, and the ship clawed its way through the foam ng water
toward the island of Calos.

Khar dan had not spoken a word since ibn Jad's strange pronouncenment on shore.
He had suffered hinself to be hoisted roughly aboard ship w thout a struggle.
The goums, under Kiber's orders, |ashed the nomad to a mast and left him

t here. Saggi ng agai nst his bindings, Khardan stared around himw th dull,

| usterl ess eyes.

Thi nki ng the sight of Zohra might rouse the Calif fromthe stupor into which
he had fallen, Mathew brought the linp and lifeless formto lie on the deck
near where her husband stood, tied to the mast. Soaked through to the skin
fromthe rain and the sea water breaking over the heaving deck, the young

wi zard did what he could to keep Zohra warm and dry, covering her with a tarp,

sheltering her amid the tall ivory jars and the rest of the baggage that the
ghul s had secured as
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best they could on the slippery deck. Khardan did not even glance down at the
unconsci ous woman.

After he had done what he could for Zohra, Mathew wedged hi nsel f between two
carved wooden chests to keep hinself fromsliding around with the yaw ng of
the ship. .Wet and mi serable and extrenely frightened, the young nan gl ared up
at the stupefied Khardan with bitter anger

He can't do this to nme! Mathew thought, shivering fromcold and fear. He's the
one who's strong. He's the warrior. He's supposed to protect us. | need kirn
now. He can't do this to ne!

What's the matter with hi m anyway? Mat hew wondered resentfully. That was a
horribl e sight, but he's been in battles before. Surely he's seen things just
as gruesone, | know | have.

The nmenory of John, kneeling on the sand, Kiber's shining sword flashing in
the sunlight, the warm bl ood spl ashing on Mathew s robes, the head with the
lifeless eyes rolling across the sand. Tears blinded Mat hew. He hung his head,
cl enchi ng hi s hands.



"I"'mfrightened! | need you! You're supposed to be strongl Not ne!" If | can
cope with this . . . this horror, why can't you?"

I f Mat hew had been ol der and able to think rationally, he would have been able
to answer his own despairing question. He had not seen the ghuls attack and
devour the hel pl ess sl aves. Khardan had, and though to Mathew there was not
much di fference between driving a sword into a man's gut and sinking fangs
into his neck, the warrior's mnd and heart reacted differently. One was a

cl ean death, with honor. The other—a horrifying death brought about by
creatures of evil, creatures of nagic.

Magic. |If Mathew had considered it, magic was the key—a key that unl ocked the
box of Khardan *s innernost fears and let them|oose to terrorize and
overthrow his m nd.

To the nonad, nmagic was a wonan's gift—a tool used to quiet teething babies,
to soothe horses during a sandstorm to nmake the tent feist against wind and
rain, to heal the sick and injured. Magic was the magic of the immortals,

whi ch was the magi c of the God-—the earth-shaking, w nd-roaring magic of
Akhran's 'efreets; the mracul ous com ngs and goi ngs of Akhran's djinn. This
was the magi c Khardan under st ood,
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much as he understood the rising of the sun, the falling of the rain, the
shifting of the dunes.

The dreadful evil magi c Khardan had just wi tnessed was beyond his
conprehension. Its terror slammed into the mind Iike cold steel, shattering
reason, spilling courage like blood. Ghuls to Khardan were creatures of the
nmeddah' s creation, beings ruled by Sul who could take any human form but were
particularly fond of turning thenselves into young, beautiful wonen. Wanderi ng
| ost and alone in the desert, they would trap unwary travelers into hel ping
them then slay their rescuers and devour them

To Mat hew, ghuls were forns of denobns studied in textbooks. He knew the
various neans by which they could be controlled, he knew that for all services
rendered the living, these undead demanded paynment and this rmust be made in
die formof that which they constantly craved—warm sweet human flesh. The
magi ¢ of the ghuls, the storm the sea, the enchantnent that had kept him
asleep for two nonths, all of this was famliar to Mathew, and understandabl e.
But he was in no condition to consider any of this rationally. Khardan was
slipping under very last, and the young wi zard had to find some neans of
rousing him Had he been stronger, had he been Majiid or Saiyad or any of
Khardan's fellow tribesnmen, Mathew woul d have clouted the Calif in the jaw+t
bei ng wel | -known that bloodletting cleared the brain. Mathew considered it. He
pictured hinmself hitting Khardan and di scarded the idea with a rueful shake of
the head. H s bl ow would have all the force of a girl slapping an over-eager
suitor. He lashed out with the only other weapon he had avail abl e.

"I't seens we should have left you in wonen's clothing!" Mathew cried bitterly,
| oud enough to reach Khardan through the pounding of the rain and the how ing
wi nd and the bl ackness that was engul fing him

The verbal thrust stung. "Wat did you say?" Khardan banted his head, bleary
eyes staring at Mathew

"Your wife has nore courage than either of us," Mathew continued, reaching oat
a gentle hand to wi pe away water that had dripped onto Zohra's bruised face.
"She fought them They had to strike her down."

"What was there to fight?" Khardan asked in a hollow voice, his gaze going to
the ghuls sailing their enchanted ship
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t hrough the storm "Denpbns? You said yourself there was nothing to be done
agai nst them "

"That is true, but there are other ways to do battle."



"How? Di sgui se yourself and run away? That isn't fighting!"

"It's fighting to survive!" Mathew snouted angrily, rising to his feet. H s
red hair, wet and matted, poured |ike blood over his shoul ders. The wet
clothing clung to his slimbody, the heavy folds of the soaked fabric kept his
secret, hiding the flat chest and the thin thighs that woul d never be m staken
for a woman's. Hi s face was pale, his green eyes glinted in the glare of the
flame and the |ightning.

"Survive through cowardi ce?"

"Li ke me?" Mat hew questioned grinly.

"Li ke you!" Khardan glared at himthrough the water stream ng down his face.
"Why did you save nme? You should have let nme die! Unless"-he cast a scathing
gl ance at Zohra—it was her intent to humliate nme further!"

"Me! Me! Me! That's all you think about!" Mathew heard hinsel f scream ng, knew
he was | osing control. He could see several of the gowns, clinging to the
rigging for balance, look in their direction, but he was too caught up in his
anger to speak calmy. "W didn't save you! W saved your people. Zohra had a
magi cal vision of the future—=

"Magi c!'" Khardan shouted in fiiry and deri sion.

"Yes, magic!" ©Mathew screaned back, and saw that here would be the end of it.
Khardan woul d never listen to the telling of Zohra's vision, nmuch less credit
it. Angry and exasperated, frightened and alone in his fear, Mthew sl unped
back down on the slick, wet deck and prepared to let msery engulf him
"Akhran, save us!" Khardan cried to the heavens, struggling against his bonds.
"Pukah! Your master is in need! Come to ne, Pukah!"

Mat hew didn't even bother to lift his head. He hadn't nuch faith in this God
of the nomads, who seemed nore a nmegal onanic child than a loving father. As
for the djinn, he was forced to believe that they were i mortal beings, sent
fromthe God, but beyond that he hadn't seen that they were of nuch use.

Di sappearing into the air, changing thenselves to snoke and sliding in and out
of lamps, serving tea and sweet cakes when guests arrived

Did Khardan truly expect his God to rescue hin? And how? Send those f ear sone
beings called '"efreets to pluck

them of f the deck of the ship and carry them safe and sound, back to the Tel ?
Did he truly expect to see Pukah—white pantal ons, turban, and inpish
smle—+trick Auda ibn Jad into setting themfree?

"There is no one who can help you!" Mathew nmuttered bitterly, hunching hinsel f
as far back into the shelter of the baggage as possible. "Your God is not
listening!"

And what about you? cane the voice inside Mathew. At |east this nman prays, at

| east he has faith.

| have faith, Mathew said to hinmself, |eaning his head wearily on the side of
a basket, cringing as the sea broke over the ship and deluged himw th chil
water. He closed his eyes, fighting the nausea that was making his head whirl.
Pronenthas is far away fromthis | and. The powers of darkness rule here.

The powers of darkness

Mat hew froze, not daring to nmove. The idea came to himw th such vivid clarity
that it seenmed to take material formon the deck. So powerful was the
impression in his mnd that the young wi zard opened his eyes and gl anced
fearfully around the ship, certain that everyone nust be staring at him

di vi ni ng his thoughts.

Auda i bn Jad paced the foredeck, hands cl asped behind his back, his eyes

| ooki ng straight ahead, unseeing, into the storm H's body was rigid, his
hands cl enched so tightly that they were white at the knuckles. Mathew

breat hed easier. The Bl ack Pal adin nmust be exerting all his power to naintain
control over the ghuls. He wouldn't waste a scrap of it on his captives. And
why shoul d he?

W' re not goi ng anywhere, Mathew thought grimy. He | ooked swiftly at the
gowns. Kiber, green around the nouth and nose, clung to the rigging, | ooking
nearly as bad as Mathew felt. Several of the other gounms were al so seasick and
| ay upon the deck npani ng. Those who had escaped the Sickness eyed the ghuls



warily, shrinking away whenever one of the sailors drew too close. The ghuls,
t heir hunger assuaged, were occupied with outsailing the storm

Si ck and despondent, Khardan sl unmped agai nst his bonds. The Califs head hung
l[inply. He had ceased to call upon his God. Zohra, unconscious, was probably
the nost fortunate person on the ship.

Hunchi ng down ami dst die junble of baskets and chests ;¢ and the tall ivory
jars, Mathew doubl ed over as though cl enched
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by sickness. Unfortunately, the play-acting becane reality. The nausea,
forgotten in his initial excitement, rose up and overwhel ned him H s body
went hot, then cold. Sweat rolled down his face. Panting, refusing to give
way, Matthew closed his eyes and waited grimly for the sick spell to pass.

At last he felt the nausea ease. Reaching into the folds of the caftan, he
drew out a small pouch that he'd hurriedly tied around the sash at his waist.
He cast a swift, furtive glance over his shoulder. Fingers trenbling, he
yanked open the pouch and carefully shook the contents out in his |lap

When he and Zohra had accosted the sorceress Meryem—fleeing die battle with
t he enchant ed Khardan—\at hew had taken from her all the magi cal paraphernalia
he could find. Surrounded by soldiers, snoke, and fire, he hadn't bothered to
exam ne them other than a cursory glance before he thrust theminto a pouch
and conceal ed the pouch in the folds of his clothing.

That they were objects enmpowered to work bl ack magi c, Mathew hadn't a doubt.
He guessed Meryem was devoted to the dark side of Sul since she had used her
skill in the arcane arts to attenpt nurder. Looking at the various articles,
unwi I ing even to touch them he was overwhel med with revul sion and

di sgust —feelings that ran deeper than his sickness; die feelings all w zards
of consci ence experience in the presence of things of evil

Mat hew s first inpul se—and one so strong it nearly overpowered hi mas to cast
the ensorceled itens into the sea. This is what he should do, this is what he
had been taught to do.

This was what he could not afford to do

Feverishly, between bouts of sickness, he exam ned each object.

There weren't nmany. Counting on her beauty and charm and the naivete of the
nomads to succunb to these, Meryem hadn't considered herself in any rea
danger. She had carried a small wand, about six inches in |ength, designed to
be easily concealed in a pouch or tucked into the bosom of a gown. Mathew
studied it intently, trying, as he had been taught, to understand its use by
anal yzing the material out of which it was nmade. The base of the wand was
formed of petrified wood. Set atop that was a piece of black onyx in the form
of a cube with the corners ground down. It was a remarkabl e exanpl e of

wor kmanshi p and obvi ously the nost

power ful of the arcane treasures Mathew held. Hs fingertips tingled when he
touched it, a numbing sensation spread up his arm The wand slipped fromhis
nervel ess grasp.

This won't do! Mathew said to hinmself angrily, beginning to see hope's I|ight
flicker and dim | can overcome this natural aversion, any disciplined wi zard
can. It's nmental, not physical, after all. |I've seen the Archmagus denonstrate
the use of objects far darker and nmore foul than thesel «'" Resolutely, he

pi cked up the wand fromwhere it lay on the deck and held it tightly in his
hand. The chill sensation spread instantly fromhis palmup to his el bow, then
into his shoulder. H s armbegan to ache and throb. Biting his lip, fighting
t he pain, Mathew held onto the wand. He saw, in his mnd, Khardan's face and
the I ook of scorn in the man's eyes. | will prove nmyself to him | wll!
Slowy the chill wore off. Sensation returned to his hand and Mat hew

di scovered he'd been gripping the wand so tightly that the cube's sharp edges
had cut into his flesh. Carefully, he dropped it back into the pouch

Now, if he only knew what it did.



He nentally recounted all the possible enchantnents that could be laid upon
wands; he considered also the natural powers of black onyx itself. Mathew
attenpted to cone up with the answer as he hurriedly sorted through the other
objects. But his mnd was cl ouded with sickness and terror. Every time he
heard a footstep on the deck, he started and gl anced fearfully over his

shoul der, certain he'd been discovered.

"Bl ack onyx," he munbled to hinsel f, |eaning back agai nst a wooden chest,
anot her wave of sickness breaking over him d osing his eyes, he saw hinself
in the classroomthe wooden desks with their high stools, neant for copying;
the snell of chalk dust; the clatter of the slates; the nobnotone "voice of an
aged wizard reciting the text. n Black onyx. Black for self-protection, the
power of disciplined thought. Onyx, possessor of an energy that can be used to
control and command, frequently useful in direct intercession with those who
dwell on SuFs plane of existence. Petrified wood—+that which was once alive,
but which is now dead, devoid of life, nocking its form Oten used as base
for wands because the wood has the ability to absorb the life of the w el der
and transfer it to the stone.

Add to this the strange design of the wand's onyx tip—not spherical, which
woul d have indicated a harnmony with na-
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hire, not even a perfect cube that woul d have represented order. A cube with
the corners ground of f—erder turned to chaos?

So what did it all nmean? Mat hew shook his head weakly. He couldn't guess. He
couldn't think. He gagged and wetched, but there was nothing in his stomach
to purge. H s body, under the spell of the Black Pal adin, had apparently not
requi red food. Knowi ng he was grow ng weaker and fearful of discovery, Mathew
began to thrust the remaini ng magi cal objects, one by one, back into the
pouch. They seened relatively worthl ess anyway. A couple of healing scrolls, a
scroll of mnor protection from pointed objects (so nuch for Zohra and her
dagger. Meryem had protected herself against that.), a charmcarved in the
shape of a phallus that affected nale potency (to be used for or against
Khardan?), and finally a ring.

Mat hew st opped to study the ring. It was made of silver, not very el egant
craftsmanshi p. The stone was a snmoky quartz and was obvi ously designed to be
functional rather than ornamental. O all the objects, this was the only one
that did not rmake the young wi zard holding it feel unease or disquiet. He
guessed it was the only object whose magi c was not harnful. Snoky
quartz—protection from harnmby showi ng us the dark, we are drawn toward the
light.

It wouldn't help him If he went through with his plan, it m ght hinder him
He turned to Zohra, lying near him They hadn't taken her jewelry from her
Lifting a linmp left hand, Mathew slid the ring onto her finger. It |ooked

pl ain and poor near the other nmore beautiful jewels. Mithew hoped she woul dn't
notice it, at least until he found a chance to whi sper some quick word of
expl anati on.

The young w zard cl osed the pouch and thrust it into the bodice of his gown,
near the globe containing the fish. Then he gave hinself up to feverish

consi derati on

This plan is sheer folly. It will end in disaster. What | contenplate risks
not only nmy life, but my immortal soul! No one expects that of me. Not Zohra.
Certainly not Khardan. Not even nyself.

| am hel pless, just as | was when | cane to this accursed |and and i bn Jad

sl aughtered ny conrades and took ne captive.

| stand blindfol ded upon the edge of a cliff. Perhaps if | keep perfectly

still and do not nove, nothing will happen to
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me! If | start to walk, | will surely fall, for | cannot see where | am goi ng!

| am hel pl ess! Hel pl ess!



But that wasn't quite true, and Mathew s soul squirned unconfortably. Mnths
ago, when he'd first been cast up onto the shore where the bones of his
friends now lay buried in the bl ood-drenched sand, he had been hel pl ess. He'd
had no magic, the only weapon with which he could defend hinself.

Mat hew rested his hand over the pouch, concealed in his clothes. Now he had
the power to act. He had the power to take a step that night |ead hi nead
themall —safely to the bottomof the cliff.

He had t he power.

If only he could find the courage.

Book Five

THE BOOK OF THE | MMORTALS 11

Chapter 1

"Poor Sond," conmi serated Pukah, flitting through the ethers, the djinn's [ anp
clasped firmly in his hands. "You're going to be incarcerated in a dark
dungeon, in a town that has been dead and buried for centuries. Chained hand
and foot, water dripping on your head, rats nibbling your toes—f rats are
able to live in such a desolate place, which | hope, for your sake, poor Sond,
that they cannot. | truly feel for you, ny friend. | truly do. O
course"—Pukah heaved a sigh—it is nothing, absolutely nothing conpared to the
torture I'mgoing to be forced to endure as stave to that oyster-headed
nmonster. Oh, granted 111 be free to come and go pretty much as | choose. And
it's undoubtedly true that since Kaug has clamshells for brains it is |
nysel f, Pukah, who will likely end up the master and he, Kaug, ny slave. Plus,
111 have ny beautiful angel wth* ne.

"Ah, Sondl She adores me!" Pukah heaved another sigh, this time a rapturous
one. "You should have seen us together in ny basket before squid-lips
returned. She pulled ne down on the bed and began to fan me with her w ngs.

She kissed me again and again and . . . well ... we are both men of the world
aren't we, poor Sond? | dare say you know what she wanted of ne.
" "Ah, ny dear,' | said sadly, "I would nore than gladly oblige you, here and

now, but this is hardly a romantic setting. That crustacean who calls hinself
an "efreet may return at any monent. And then there is ny poor friend, Sond,
who is in a nost dire predicament,' | continued, trying manfully to break free
of her enbrace. But she continued to have her way with ne and what could |I do?
The basket is only so big, you know, and | didn't want to make too nuch noi se.
171
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| believe I'Il tell Kaug | amindi sposed tonight. He can find soneone else to
cook his flounder. As soon as | discover where ny white-w nged dove is hiding,
we will have leisure to finish what we began.™

Pausi ng for breath, Pukah peered through the swirling msts of the inmaterial
pl ane.

"Dratted stuff. It's as thick in here as Jaafar's wits. | can't see a thing!
Ah, wait. It's clearing. Yes, this is it. | do believe, ny poor Sond, that we
have arrived."

Setting the chirak down at his feet, Pukah | ooked around with wonder.

"This is Serinda? This is where the immortals are being held . . . prisoner?”
Long ago, so many centuries past that it was not worth renenbering, when the
great and glorious city of Khandar was nothing but a canel-watering hole, a
beautiful city named Serinda flourished.

Few peopl e living now renenbered Serinda. Those who did so were generally
scholars. The city was marked on the Enperor's naps, and many were the
evenings in the Court of Khandar when | earned m nds debated | ong and ardently
over the nystery of Serinda—a city that existed, supposedly thrived—n the

m ddl e of a desert.

Kuo Shou-ching, a man of vast wi sdomwho had traveled to the Enperor's court
fromthe far eastern lands of Sindari, maintained that the Pagrah desert was



not always a desert. It was a known fact in Sindari that the vol cano, Cal os,
erupted about this tinme, spewi ng out deadly ash, belching tons of rock into
the air, and sending | ava—the hot blood of the world' s heart—pouring forth.
The eruption was so powerful, claimed Kuo Shou-ching, that a black cloud of
ash hung in the sky for a year, obliterating the sun, turning day to night. It
was during this time that the city of Serinda died a horrible death, its
peopl e perishing fromthe volcano's foul breath, their bodies and their city
buried in ash. Galos continued to belch forth fire and snoke sporadically for
years, forever changing the face of the |and of Sardish Jardan

One who di sputed the theory of Kuo Shou-ching was Hypatia, a wi se wonan from
the I and of Lam sh Jardan. She mmintained that the city of Serinda was founded
after the eruption of Galos, that the natives—who were extrenely advanced in
t he ways of science and technol ogy—brought the

water of the Kurdin Sea into the desert through a remarkabl e system of
aqueducts and that they literally nade the desert bl oom She stated further
that they built ships to sail the inland sea, forned by the vol cano's
eruption, and that they traded with the peoples of the Great Steppes and the
popul ace of Lani sh Jardan

According to Hypatia, the fell of Serinda was brought about by the desert
nomads, who feared the city was growi ng too powerful and would attenpt either
to absorb theminto it or to drive themfromtheir |ands. Consequently, the
fierce tribes fell upon peaceful Serinda, putting every man, wonan, and child
to the sword.

Needl ess to say, this was the theory that found favor with the Enperor, who
had becone increasingly irritated by reports he had been receiving of the
nomads in the Pagrah desert, and who began to think that it might be an
excellent thing for the world if the nonads were obliterated fromthe face of
it.

There was |ikewi se the theory of Thor Hornfist, fromthe Geat Steppes, who
stated that the city of Serinda and its inhabitants had been eaten by a giant
bear. Al npbst no one paid attention to Thor Hornfist.

The imortals, of course, knew the truth, but being highly diverted by the
theories of the nortals, they kept it to thensel ves.

The history of the dead city of Serinda was not in Pukah's mind as he stared
about the place, however. What was in the young djinn's nind was the fact
that for a dead city—Serinda was certainly lively!

"Mar ket day in Khandar is nothing to thisl" Pukah gaped.

The streets were so crowded \'t was difficult to walk through diem They
reverberated with noi se—nerchants extolling, custoners bargaining, animals

bl eating. Arwats and cof fee houses were doing a thriving business, so packed
that their patrons were literally tunbling out the doors and wi ndows. No one
seened to be making any attenpt to keep order. Everyone was intent on doing
what ever he or she pleased, and pl easure seenmed to be Serinda's other nane.
Pukah stood in a dark alley between the weapons dealers' and the silk
nmerchants' bazaars. In the length of tinme it took himto orient hinself, the
diinn saw two fistfights, a drunk get his face slapped, and a coupl e kissing
passionately in a garbage-infested corner
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Raucous | aughter echoed through the streets. Wnmen hangi ng out of silk

curtai ned windows called out sweet enticenments to those below Cold and silver
flowed |ike water, but not so freely as the wine. Every mark and feature of
every race in the world of Sularin was visible—straight black hair, curly

gol den hair, slanted dark eyes, round blue eyes, skin that was white as mlk,
skin tanned brown by w nd and sun, skin black and glistening as ebony. Al
jostled together; greeted each other as friend, fell upon each other as eneny;
exchanged wi ne, |aughter, goods, gold, or insults.

And every one of themwas an i mortal .



"Poor Sond!" snarled Pukah, giving the |anp a vicious |ack. "Poor Sond!
Sentenced to a life of constant merrymaking, |ovemaking, drinking, and dicing!

While |I'mchained, day and night, to a beast of an 'efreet who will no doubt
beat ne regul arl y—=
"If he does, it will be no nore than you deserve," cried an indignant,

fem ni ne voi ce.

Snmoke poured forth fromthe | anp's spout, coal escing into the handsone,
muscul ar Sond. Bowi ng gallantly, the djinn extended his hand and assi sted
another figure to step fromthe |Ianp—this one slender and lovely with flow ng
silver hair and feathery white wi ngs, who glared at Pukah with flashing bl ue
eyes.

"What do you mean— fanned you with ny wings?" Asrial demanded angrily.

"What were you two doing in there?" Pukah demanded back

"Precisely what we did in your basket!" retorted Asrial

"Aha!" Pukah cried, raising clenched fists to Sond.

"Not hi ng!" Asrial shrieked, stanping her bare foot.

"Afight! Afight!" cried several onlookers. Imortals swarmed into the alley,
pressing eagerly around Sond and Pukah

"My noney on the big handsone one!"

"M ne on the skinny one with the shifty eyes. He probably has a dagger in his
turban.”

"You're fools, both of you. My noney for the enchanting creature with the
wings. My dwelling place is near here, ny sweet. Alittle wine to cool you
after your journey—

Steel flashed in Pukah's hands. "I do have a dagger, and you'll feel it if you
don't let go of her!" He caught hold of

Asrial, dragging her out of the arnms of a bearded, red-haired barbarian
dressed in furs and ani mal skins.

"There's not going to be any fight," Sond added, his strong hand cl osi ng over
the arm of the barbarian, who was hefting a w cked-1 ooki ng, two-handed sword.
A handful of gold coins materialized in the djinn's palm "Here, go have a
drink on us. Pukah, put that knife away!" Sond ordered out of the corner of
hi s nout h.

Swearing fealty forever, the barbarian threw his arnms around Sond and gave him
a hug that nearly squeezed the djinn in tw. Then, weaving drunkenly, he and
hi s compani ons staggered back down the alley and out into the street. Seeing
that there was, after all, not going to be a fight, the other onl ookers

dwi ndl ed away i n di sappoi nt nent.

"Well, what were you doing in there?" Pukah asked sullenly.

Asrial removed herself fromthe djinn's grasp. "It was obvious that the
"efreet must have guessed where | was hiding. When | heard himcomng, | had
no choice but to flee into Sond's | anmp. Your friend"—she smled sweetly and
denmurely at Sond—"was a perfect gentlenman," The blue eyes turned to Pukah

their gaze cool. "More than I can say for you."

"I"'msorry," Pukah said miserably. Suddenly contrite, he cast hinmself bodily
at the angel's feet. "I'ma wetch! | know So do you, |'ve mentioned it
before!" He groveled in the alley. "Trod on ne! Gind nme into the dust!
deserve no lessl I'mdog neat! The hind end of a canmel! The tail of the
donkey—

"I'"d enjoy taking you up on that offer," said Sond, kicking at Pukah with his
foot. "But there isn't tine. W have to find Nedjnma and get out of here. After
all," added the djinn *smoothly, "soon Kaug will command you to return!”
Gin-ning, the djinn reached down to pick up his lanp, only to see it vanish
beneat h his hand. Kaug's | aughter could be heard echoi ng above the noi se.

For an instant, Sond pal ed. Then he shrugged. "It doesn't matter. ||l escape
hi m somehow. "

"And how do you think you're going to get free?" Pukah cast a bitter glance at
the djinn.

"Do you see any guards?" Sond countered, sauntering down the alley.

"No, but we've only been here a quarter of an hour."
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Emer gi ng out of the shadows of the alley, the three blinked in the bright
sunl i ght pouring down upon Seri nda.

"I don't think we'll find any guards," said Sond quietly, after a nonent's
study of their surroundings.

The only ruler in the city of Serinda appeared to be Chaos, with D sorder as
his Captain. A victorious arny invading a conquered city could have created no
greater turnmoil in the streets. Every conceivable vice known to nortal flesh
was being plied in the streets and houses, the alleys and byways of Seri nda.
"You're right," Pukah admitted glumy. "Wy don't they all |eave, then?"
"Wul d you?" Sond asked, pausing to watch a dice gane.

"Certainly," said Pukah in lofty tones. "I hope / know ny duty—*

Sond nmade an obscene noi se.

"Pukah!" gasped Asrial, grabbing the djinn, digging her nails into his arm

"Pukah, | ook!" She pointed. "An ... an archangel!" Her hand covered her nouth.
“Arch who?"
"Archangel! One . . . one of ny superiors!”

Turning, the djinn saw a nan, dressed in white robes sinmlar to Asrial's,

standing in a doorway. H s wi ngs quivering, he was enjoying the favors of a

giggling, mnor deity of the goddess Mnrim

Forgetting hinsel f, Pukah sniggered. Asrial flashed hima furious glance.

"He ... he shouldn't be doing . . . such things!" the angel stamered, a

crimson flush staining her cheeks. "Pronenthas would be highly displ eased.

"1 . . . 1'"ll go and tell that angel so, right now"

Asrial started to push her way through the mlling, jostling crowd.

"I don't think that's such a good idea!" Pukah snatched her out from under the

nose of a horse whose rider—anot her barbarian—was urging the animal into the

very heart of the nob, heedl ess of those he knocked down and tranpl ed.

"You told nme you angels didn't indulge in that sort of thing," Pukah teased,

sweeping Asrial into the shelter of an ironnmonger's stand.

"We don't!" Asrial blinked her eyes rapidly, and Pukah saw tears glinmrering on

her 1ong | ashes.

"Don't cry!" Pukah's heart nelted. Wping her tears with
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one hand, he took advantage of the situation to slide the other around the

angel's slimwaist, congratulating hinmself on dealing adroitly with the w ngs.

"You're too innocent, nmy sweet child. Knowi ng their God di sapproves, | imagine

your hi gher-ranki ng angel s have | earned to keep their love affairs private—=

"Aflairs? There are no |ove affairs! None of us would ever even think of doing
such . . . such ..." dancing back at i'the couple in the doorway, her

eyes wi dened. She flushed a deep red, and hastily turned away. "Sonething's

wrong here, Pukah!" she said earnestly. "Terribly wong. | nust |eave and tel

Pronment has—

Pukah's heart—that had nmelted and run through his body Iike warm

butter—suddenly chilled into a lunmp. "No, don't |eave ne!" he pleaded. "I

mean, don't leave ... us. Wiat will you tell your God, after all? | agree with

you. Something is wong, but what? There are no guards. It doesn't |ook like

anyone's being held here against his will. Help us find Nedjm," continued

Pukah, inspired. "She'll tell us everything, and then you can take that

information to Pronenthas, just as I'll take it to Akhran."

The t hought of being the bearer of such news to his own God considerably

lightened the lunp that was Pukah's heart. He envisioned Akhran listening in

profound admration as his djinn described the numerous harrow ng dangers

he—Pukah—faced in the daring rescue of Nedjrma and the discovery of the Lost

Imortals. He could picture Akhran's reward. .

"How can you go to Akhran if you belong to Kaug?" Asrial asked thoughtfully.

"Fi sh-face?" Pukah was amused. "His brain can deal with only so nuch at one

time. When I"'mnot in his direct line of sight, he probably doesn't renmenber



that | exist. Ill be able to cone and go as | please!"

Asrial appeared dubious. "I'Il come with you to find Sond's friend and hear
what she has to say. Then | mnust return to Pronenthas. Although | don't quite
understand,"” she added with a trenor in her voice, "howthis is going to help
Mat hew. "

"Your prote' ge' is with my master," Pukah said, hugging her confortingly.
"Khardan will protect him Wen you have reported to your God and | to mne
then you and I will go find both of them"

"Ch, Pukah!" Asrial's eyes gleaned through her tears, the Iight wthin naking
themglitter nore beautifully than the

m
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stars in the heavens, at least to the djinn's enraptured m nd. "That woul d be
wonderful! But ..." The light di med. "Wat about Kaug?"

"Ch dam and bl ast Kaug!" Pukah snapped inpatiently. He was not, in fact,
quite as confident as he sounded about the 'efreet's thickness of skull and
dul Il ness of wit and did not want to be rem nded of himat every turning. "Cone
on, Sond! Are you going to stand here for the next nill enniunf"

"I was just considering the best way to search for her." Sond | ooked bl eakly

at the hundreds of people nmilling about in the street. "Perhaps we should
split up?"

"Since neither Asrial nor | know what she |ooks like, that is hardly a good
i dea, " remarked Pukah acidly. "Fromwhat you' ve told ne about her, | suggest

we just listen for the sound of tambour and quaita and | ook for the dancing
girls.”

Sond's face darkened with anger, and he began to swell alarm ngly.

"I"'monly trying to be hel pful," said Pukah in soothing tones.

Muttering something that fortunately never reached the angel's ears or Asrial
m ght have left themthen and there, Sond began to shove his way through the
crowmd. Pukah, with a wink at the angel, followed al ong behind.

Chapter 2

As it turned out, Pukah's suggestion led them strai ght to Nedjna.
Unfortunately, the djinn never had a chance to gloat over it.

It was with sone difficulty that they nade their way through the dead city of
Serinda—ow possibly the liveliest city in this world or the next. The two
djinn and the angel were continually accosted by merrymakers seeking to draw
theminto their revels.

"Thank you," said Pukah, disentangling hinmself froma

throng of Uevin's Gods and Goddesses who were weavi ng

, through the streets. dCothed in nothing but grape |eaves,

they carried jars of wine that they lifted to purple-stained

mout hs. "But we're a girl short, you see. W' re | ooking for

f one for my friend!" he explained to the countless pairs of

;  glazed eyes focused—nore or less—en him "Yes, that's right.

, Now i f you'd just let us past. . . . No, no! Not you, I'mafraid

nmy dear. We're hunting a specific girl. But if we don't find

her, I'lIl bring himright back."

% “"I"'mnot 'your g"~I/ " said Asrial coldly, attenpting to pry ”* her

hand | oose from Pukah's.

"Fine!" returned the djinn, exasperated. "Wen |'ve rescued ny naster and your
madman from whatever difficulty ; they've managed to land in wi thout ne, then
' m com ng

strai ght back here!™

( "Mathew isn't mad!" Asrial cried indignantly. "And | don't ; care
where you go—

V&. "Shhh!" Pukah held up his hand for silence, something |, practically
i mpossi ble to achi eve am dst the hubbub around Athens. jfe. "\What ?"

JI*1i
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"Listen!"

Ri si ng above the | aughter and the giggles and the shouts and the singing, they
could hear—very faintly—the shrill, off-key, sinuous notes of the quaita,
acconpani ed by the clashing jingle of the tanbour. Sond gl ared at Pukah

"Very welll" The young djinn shrugged. "lgnore it." Wthout saying a word,

Sond turned and crossed the street, heading for a building whose shadowy
arched doorways of fered cool respite fromthe sun. Roses tw ned up ornate
lattice work, decorating the front. Two djinn in silken caftans | ounged around
out si de the doorways, snoking long, thin pipes. Sond | ooked neither to the
right nor the left, up nor down, but pushed his way past the djinn, who stared
after himin sone astoni shnent. "Eager, isn't he?" said one.

"Must be a newconer," said the other, and both |aughed.

Rai sing his gaze to the upper |levels of the building, Pukah

saw several lovely djinniyeh |eaning seductively over the

bal coni es, dropping flowers or calling out teasingly to the

men passing by in the street bel ow

Pukah shook his head and gl anced at a grave and solemn Asrial. "Are you sure
you want to cone in here?" he whispered. "No. But | don't want to stay out
here either." "I guess you're right," Pukah admtted, scowing at the

red- bearded barbarian who appeared to be follow ng them "Well"—he grasped her
hand again, snmiling as her fingers closed firmy over his—just keep close to
ne."

Tuggi ng Asrial after him Pukah stepped between the two djinn lounging in the
door way.

"Say, friend, bring your own?" comented one, tapping Pukah on the shoul der

"I know that voicel" Pukah said, studying the other djinn intently. "Baji?

Yes, it is!" Pukah clapped the djinn on his nuscular forearm "Bajil | m ght
have known 1'd find you here! Didn't you recognize Sond, who just wal ked past
you?" "Friend, | don't even recognize you," said the djinn, eyeing Pukah
calmy

"OfF course, you do! It's ne, Pukah!" said Pukah. Then, frowning, "You aren't
trying to get out of paying ne those five silver tumans you owe nme, are you,
Baj i ?"

"I said you're mstaken," returned the djinn, a sharp edge

to his voice. "Now go on in and have your fun before things turn ugly—=

"Li ke your face?" said Pukah, fists clenching.

The shrill, anguished bleep of a quaita being cut off in mdnote and the
clattering of a tanmbour hitting the floor nmingled with a femal e scream and
angry, masculine voices raised in argument.

"Pukah!" Asrial gasped. Peering into the shadows of the entryway, she tugged
on the djinn's hand. "Sond's in trouble!"

"He's not the only one!" said Pukah threateningly, glaring at his fell ow

dj i nn.

"Pukah!" Asrial pleaded. The voices inside were grow ng | ouder

"Don't |eave!" Pukah growed. "This will only take a nonment."

"Ch, I'll be right here," said the djinn, |eaning back against the archway,
arnms fol ded across his chest.

"Pukah!" Asrial pulled him along.

Crystal beads clicked together, brushing agai nst Pukah's skin as he passed
through theminto the cool shadows of the arwat. A wave of perfume broke over
him drenching himin sweetness. Blinking his eyes, he tried to accustom
hinself to a darkness lighted only by the warm gl ow of thick, jojoba candles.
There were no wi ndows. Silken tapestries covered the walls. His foot sank into
soft carpeting. Luxurious cushions invited himto recline and stretch out.

Fl asks of wine offered to make him forget his troubles. Dishes heaped high

wi th grapes and dates and oranges and nuts pronised to ease his stomach's



hunger, while the nost enticing, beautiful djinniyeh he'd ever seen in his
life pronised to ease any ot her hungers he ni ght have.

An oily, rotund little djinn slithered his way through the f.niyriad cushi ons
that covered every inch of the floor and, 'glancing askance at the angel

of fered Pukah a private roomto thensel ves.

"A charming little room Effendi, and only ten silver tumans for the night!
You won't find a better price in all of Serinda!" Catching hold of Pukah's
arm the chubby djinn started to draw himacross the roomto a bead-curtai ned
al cove.

Pukah jerked his armfree. "Wat's going on here?" He gl anced toward the
center of the room where the shouting was the |oudest.
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"Not hi ng, Effendi, nothing!" assured the rotund djinn, naking another attenpt
to capture Pukah's arm urging himonward. "A small altercation over one of ny
girls. Do not trouble yourself. The mamal ukes will soon restore peace. You and
your lady friend will not be disturbed, | assure you—

"Pukahl Do sonething!" Asrial breathed.

Fukah qui ckly assessed the situation. A flute player sat gaggi ng and coughi ng
on the carpeted floor; it appeared he'd had his quaita shoved down his throat.
The tanbour player lay sprawl ed am d the cushi ons, unconsci ous; one of the
drummers was attenpting to bring himaround. Several patrons were gathered
together in a circle, shouting and gesticulating angrily. Pukah couldn't see
bet ween their broad backs, but he could hear Sond's voice, bellow ng from
their mdst.

"Nedj ma! You're comng with ne!"

A shrill screamand the sound of a slap was his answer, followed by | aughter
fromthe patrons. Irritably shoving away the graspi ng hands of the rotund
rabat - bashi, Pukah ordered, "Stay here!" to Asrial and shoved his way through
the circle.

As he had expected, Sond stood in the center. The djinn's handsone face was
twisted with anger, dark with jeal ousy. He had hold of the wist of a
struggling djinniyeh with the apparent intent of dragging her out of the
bui I di ng.

Pukah caught his breath, forgetting Asrial, forgetting Sond, forgetting why
they were here, forgetting his own name for the nonent. The djinniyeh was the
nost gorgeous creature he'd ever laid eyes on, and there were parts of her on
whi ch he longed to lay nore than his eyes. Fromher midriff up, only the
sheerest of silken veils covered her body, sliding over her firm high
breasts, slipping fromaround her white shoul ders. Honey gold hair had cone

| oose in her struggle and tunbl ed about a face of exquisite charmthat, even
in her indignation, seenmed nmade to be ki ssed. Nunerous |ong, opaque veils
hanging froma jewel ed belt at her waist formed a skirt that nodestly covered
her legs. Noticing several of these veils wound around the heads of the

onl ookers, Pukah guessed that the djinniyeh's shapely legs, already partially
vi sible, wouldn't be covered |ong.

"Nedj mal " said Sond threateningly.

"1 don't know any Nedjmal" the djinniyeh cried.

"Let go of her! On with tbe dance! Pay your way |ike everyone el sel™

Pukah gl anced behi nd hi m and saw t he rabat-bashi nake
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a perenmptory gesture. Three huge mamal ukes began to edge then- way forward.
"Uh, Sond!" Shoving the unsteady-footed patrons out of his way, Pukah tripped

over a cushion and tunbled onto the cleared area of the dance floor. "I think
you' ve made a nistake!" he said urgently. "Apologize to the lady and let's
go!"

"A m stake? You bet he's made a m stake." A huge djinn that Pukah didn't
recogni ze and thought nust be one of Quar's inmortals thrust his body between
Sond and the djinniyeh



"The girl doesn't know you and doesn't want to," the djinn continued, his

voi ce grating. "Now |l eave!" Pukah saw the djinn's hand go to the sash he wore
round his waist.

Sond, his gaze fixed on the djinniyeh, saw nothing. "Nedjm," he said in a

pl eadi ng, agoni zed voice, "it's ne, Sond! You told ne you | oved—=

"I said |leave her alone!" The large djinn lunged at him

"Sond!" Pukah | eaped forward, trying to deflect the knife. Too late. A quick
hand novenent, the flash of steel, and Sond was staring down at the hilt of a
dagger protruding fromhis stomach. The huge djinn who had stabbed hi m st epped
back, a | ook of satisfaction on his face. Slowy, disbelievingly, Sond
clutched at the wound. Hs face twisted in pain and astoni shment. Red bl ood
wel | ed up between his fingers.

"Nedj ma!" Staggering, he extended the crinson-stained hand to the djinniyeh.
Crying out in horror, she covered her eyes with her jeweled hands.

"Nedj ma!" Bl ood spurted from Sond's nouth. He crashed to the floor at her feet
and lay there, still and unnoving.

Pukah sighed. "All right, Sond," he said after a nonent. "That was very
dramatic. Now get up, admit you were wwong, and let's get out of here."

The djinn did not nove.

The patrons were gathering around the djinniyeh, offering confort and taking
advant age of the opportunity to snatch away nore of the veils. The huge djinn
put his arm around the weepi ng Nedjma and drew her away to one of the shadowy
al coves. The other patrons, wailing in protest, denmanded that the dance
continue. O her djinniyeh soon appeared to ease their disappointnent.

Cl ucking to hinmsel f about bl ood ruining his best carpets,
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t he rabat-bashi was pointing at Pukah and denmandi ng paynent for damages. The
tall mamal ukes, faces grim turned their attention to the young djinn.

"Uh, Sond!" Pukah knelt down beside him Placing his hand on the djinn's
shoul der, he shook him "You can quit making a fool of yourself any tinme now
If that was Nedjma, she's obviously enjoying herself and doesn't want to be
bothered. . . . Sond." Pukah shook the unresponsive body harder. "Sond!"
There was a flutter of white wing and white robes, and Asrial was beside him
"Pukah, 1'mfrightened! Those men are staring at ne! Wat's Sond doi ng? Make
himget up and let's | eave—Pukah!" She caught sight of his face. "Pukah
what's wrong!"

"Sond's dead," said Pukah in a whisper

Asrial stared at him "That's inmpossible," she said crisply. "Is this nore of
your antics, because— The angel's voice faltered. "Promenthas have nercy!
You're serious!"”

"He's dead!" Pukah cried. Alnost angrily, he grabbed Sond's shoul der and
rolled the body of the djinn over on its back. An arm fl opped Iinply against
the floor. The eyes stared at nothing. Pulling die dagger fromthe wound, the
djinn examned it. The bl ade was sneared with blood. "I don't understand!" He
gl ared around the room "I want answers!"

"Pukah!" Asrial cried, trying to confort him but the mamal ukes shoved the
angel aside. Grasping the young djinn by the shoulders, they dragged himto
his feet.

Pukah | ashed out furiously. "I don't understand! How can he be dead?"
"Perhaps | can explain," canme a voice fromthe beaded-curtai ned entryway. "Let
hi m go. "

At the sound, the manmal ukes instantly dropped their hold on the djinn and

st epped back fromhim The proprietor ceased his |anmentations, the patrons
swal | owed words and wi ne, several nearly choking thensel ves, and even this
sound they did their best to stifle. No one spoke. No one stirred. The I|ight
of the candles flickered and di nmed. The fragrant air was tinged with a sweet,
cloying snell.

A col d whisper of air on the back of his neck nade Pukah's skin shiver.

Rel uctantly, unwillingly, but conpletely unable to help hinmself, the djinn



turned to face the doorway.

Standing in the entrance was a woman of surpassi ng beauty.
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Her face m ght have been carved of narble by sonme master craftsman of the
Cods, so pure and perfect was every feature. Her skin was pal e, alnopst
translucent. Hair, thin and fine as a child's, fell to her feet, envel oping
her sl ender, white-robed body |ike a smooth satin cape of purest white.

Pukah heard Asrial, sonewhere near him noan. He couldn't help her, he
couldn't even see her. H's gaze was fixed upon the wonan's face; he felt
hinsel f slowly strangling.

The wonman had no eyes. Were there should have been two orbs of life and |ight
in that classic face were two holl ows of enpty bl ackness.

"Let me explain, Pukah," said the woman, entering the roomamd a silence so
deep and profound that everyone else in the roomseened to have suffocated in
it. "In the city of Serinda, through the power of Quar, it is at |last possible
to give every immortal what he or she truly desires.”

The wonman | ooked expectantly at Pukah, obviously waiting for himto question
her. "And that is?" he was supposed to say. But he couldn't talk. He had no
br eat h.

Yet his words echoed, unspoken, through the room

"Mrtality," the woman replied

Pukah shut his eyes to blot out the sight of the enpty eye sockets.

"And you are— he blurted out.

"Death. The ruler of Serinda."

THE PALADIN OF THE NI GHT

187

Chapter 3

In the arwat, the inmortals resuned their pleasure-taking, giving the body of
Sond not hing nmore than a cool, casual gl ance or—at nost—a | ook of bitterness
for having bled all over the carpet {this fromthe rabat-bashi).

"CGet himout of herel" the proprietor nmuttered to two mamal ukes, who bent down
ancf—+ifting the dead djinn by his flaccid arnms—appeared prepared to drag him
uncer enmoni ously out the door

"The back door," specified the rabat-bashi

"No one's taking Sond anywhere," decl ared Pukah, drawi ng a dagger fromthe
sash around his slimwaist. "Not until | have sone answers."

Droppi ng Sond's arms, which fell with a lifeless thud on the floor of the
arwat, the two i mortal manmal ukes drew their daggers, eager grins on their
faces.

"Pukah, no!" cried Asrial, hurling herself at the young djinn.

Gently he pushed her away, his eyes on the knife-w elding slaves who were
circling, one to either side of him steel flashing in their hands.

"You there!" cried the proprietor distractedly, gesturing to another manal uke,
"roll up that other carpet! It's the best one in the house. | can't afford to
have it ruined as well. Quickly! Quickly! Excuse nme, sir"—this to Pukah—=if
you could just lift your foot for a monent? Thank you. It's the blood, you
see, it doesn't wash—"

"Bl ood!" Asrial put her hands to her head in an effort to concentrate. "This
is inmpossible. Qur bodies are ethereal. They cannot bleed, they cannot die!"
Loweri ng her hands, she | ooked at Death. "I don't believe this," the ange
stated
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flatly. "Sond is not dead! Not even you can nake the immortal nortal. Pukah
stop that nonsense."

Sonmewhat startled, Pukah glanced at her, then at Sond |lying on the floor
Slowy he lowered his dagger. "That's true," he said. "Sond can't be dead."
"You are both young," said Death, turning the enpty eye sockets toward them
"and yon have not lived | ong among humans—especially you," she said to Asrial
"You are right, of course. Sond is not dead—at |east not as nortals would term



it. But he mght as well be. Wen the sun dawns tonorrow, this djinn wll
regain his |ife—but nothing else.”

"What do you mean?" Pukah glared at the cold and | ovely wonman suspi ci ously.
"What else is there?"

"His identity. Hs nmenory. He will have no know edge of who he is, whom he

serves. He will be—as it were—newborn and will take on whatever identity
occurs to himat the nonent. He will forget everything. "

"Even the fact that he is imortal ," said Asrial slowy.

Death smiled. "Yes, child, that is true. He will have the nmortal hunger to
live life to the fullest. As are nortals, he will be driven—bl essed and cursed

with the know edge that it nust all cone to an end."

"This is why the immortals are lost to the world," realized Pukah, staring at
Sond. "They no longer remenber it. And that is why Nedjnma did not know ny poor
friend."

"She is no |l onger Nedjma, nor has she been for a long time now Only a few

ni ghts ago she died at the hands of a jealous |over. Days before that, she was
accidentally killed in a street brawm. No one in this city"—the holl ow eyes
turned to Asrial —remains alive fromdusk to dawn."

A hoarse cry interrupted them The djinn who had stabbed Sond staggered out of
the inner room clutching his throat with one hand, a half-enptied goblet of
wine in the other. Falling to the floor, he withed in agony for a few
seconds, then his body went rigid. The cup fell fromhis hand, rolling across
the carpet, leaving a trail of spilled wine. Nedjnma swept out fromthe room
St andi ng above the body, she deliberately brushed a fine, white powder from
her delicate fingers. "Let this be a lesson to all who think they own nel"
Tossi ng her honey-col ored hair, she vani shed behi nd anot her beaded curtain.
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"Wne ... it stains are alnost as bad as bl ood," whined the proprietor
wringi ng his hands.

Deat h wat ched appreciatively, her lips slightly parted as though she were
sipping the dead djinn's life.

"So," said Pukah to hinmself. "I am begi nning to understand. H s hand went
to the tourmaline amul et Kaug had given him As he touched it, he thought he
saw Death flinch. The hollow eyes met his, a fine line marring the marble
snoot hness of the white brow.

Tucki ng his dagger into his sash, Pukah crossed his arms and rocked back on
his heels. "There is one who will leave this city at dusk or dawn or whenever
| choose. Me." He held up the amulet that he wore around his neck. "My master
cannot do without ne, you see, and so has insured ny return."

"What is this?" Death peered closely at the tourmaline, the col dness of her
eyel ess gaze causi ng Pukah's flesh to shiver and crawl. "This goes agai nst our
agreement! | amto have all who cone here! Wio is this naster of yours?"

"One Kaug, an "efreet, in the service of Quar," answered Pukah glibly.

"Kaug!" Death's brow furrowed. The shadow of her anger descended upon the
arwat, causing the rabat-bashi to hush his conpl ai nings, and the guests to
hastily withdraw to whatever dark, obscure corners they could find.

Pukah saw Asrial staring at himpleadingly, begging himto take her fromthis
pl ace. The thought that she mght die and forget her protege® must be
terrifying to her. What she didn't realize—and Pukah had—was that he coul d

| eave, but she couldn't. Death would never allowit. I amto have all who cone
here. The only way for themto escape, the only way for all the imortals
trapped here to escape was Pukah's way. Pukah had a pl an

Not only will Hazrat Akhran reward ne, Pukah thought blissfully. Al the Gods

in the Jewel of Sul will be forever indebted to nmet | will be an inmorta
anong inmortal s! Nothing in this world or in the heavens will be too good for
nme! One pal ace—hah! | will have twenty*pal aces—ene given by each God. | wll

spend the heat of the sumer in a vast stone fortress on the Geat Steppes.



will winter in a grass hut of thirty or forty roonms on one of those little
tropical islands in Lam sh Aranth, sleeping on the feathery wings of a
grateful, |oving angel .

Seeing Death's pallid hand reaching for the amul et, Pukah hastily clanped bis
fingers over it and took a step backward.

"Rest assured ny master reverences you nost highly, ny |ady," Pukah said
hunbly. " 'Death is second to Quar in my esteem* Those were the 'efreet's
very words."

" "Second to Quar!* " Death's eyel ess sockets grew dark as endl ess night.
"Quar is becom ng the One, the True God," Pukah said apol ogetically. "You nust
concede that. The nunber of humans worshi ping Hmgrows daily."

"That may be true," Death said sharply, "but in the end their bodies are mne
That is the prom se of Sul!"

"Ah, but didn't you hear?—= Pukah stopped, biting his tongue, |lowering his
eyes, and glancing at Death from beneath the Iids—but then |I guess you
didn't. If you 11 excuse me, ny lady, | really should be getting back. Kaug is
dining on boiled ray tonight, and if I'mnot there to renove the sting, ny
master wll—=

"Hear what?" questioned Death grimy.

"Not hi ng, | assure you, mny lady." G abbing hold of AsriaTs hand, Pukah began

to sidle past Death toward the door. "It is not ny place to reveal the secrets
of the Mdst Holy Quar—

Deat h raised a pale, quivering finger and pointed at Asrial. "You nmay have an
Amul et of Life, djinn, but this feathered beauty here does not! Tell what |
need to know, or she will be struck down before your eyes this instant!"

Deat h gestured, and the two mamal ukes, their daggers still in hand, | ooked

wi th eager, burning eyes at the angel. Asrial caught her breath, pressing her
hands over her nmouth and shrinking next to Pukah. The djinn put his arm around
her reassuringly. The foxish face was pale, however, and he » was forced to
swal | ow several tinmes before he coul d speak

"Do not be hasty, ny lady! | will tell you everything, for

it is obvious to me now that you have been the victimof a

trick played upon you by the God. | assunme that it was Quar

who schened to trap the imrtals by laying this spell upon

i the city of Serinda?"

f Death did not reply, but Pukah saw the truth in the face

f whose marbl e facade was beginning to crack. Hurriedly he

I conti nued, "Quar gave you the delightful task of casting this

spell over the city, know ng—as He di d—+that your greatest

pl easure in life cones fromwatching others | eave it?"
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Agai n, though Death did not answer, Pukah knew he was right and spoke with

i ncreasi ng confidence, not to mention a hint of snmugness. "Thus, Lady, Quar
rid the world of the immortals—all the inmmortals, if you take my meaning. Your
grave and lovely self included."

"Pukah! What are you saying?" Asrial glanced up at himin alarm but the djinn
hugged her into silence.

"For you see, O Sepul chral Beauty, Quar has prom sed all who follow him
eternal lifel"

Deat h sucked in a deep breath. Her hair rose around her in a wathful cloud, a
cold blast of fury hit those in the arwot, causing the strongest slave to
trenble in fear. Asrial hid her face in her hands. Only Pukah remained
confident, sure of hinself and his glib tongue.

"I have proof," he said, forestalling what he was certain wuld be Death's
next demand. "Only a few nonths ago, Quar ordered the Amir of Rich to attack
bands of nomads living in the Pagrah desert. Wre you present at the battle,
Lady?"



"No, | was—

"Busy here bel ow," Pukah said, noddi ng knowi ngly. "And your presence was
sorely mssed, Lady, | can tell you, particularly by the jackals and hyenas
who count upon your bounty. For hardly anyone died in that battle. The | mam of
Quar ordered themtaken alive! Wiy? So that his God could grant them eternal
life and thereby be assured of eternal followers! Before that was the battle
in Kich—=

"I was present then!" Death said. .

"Yes, but whomdid you take? A fat Sultan, a few of his w ves, assorted
warirs. Piffle!"™ Pukah said with a disdainful sniff. "Wen there was an entire
city filled with people who could have been raped, murdered, burned,
stoned—the survivors left to fend of f" disease, starvati on—

"You are right!" said Death, her teeth clenching in a skull-1like grimace.

"Far be it fromme to betray Hazrat Quar, for whom| have a high respect,"”
added Pukah hunmbly, "but | have | ong been one of your nost ardent admirers, ny
| ady. Ever since you took ny forner master—a follower of Benario—n the nost
original fashion—his body parts cut off one at a tinme by the enraged owner of
the establishment nmy poor master took it into his head to rob without first
checking to nake certain that no one was at home. That is why | have reveal ed
to you

Quar's plot to renove you forever fromthe world of the living and keep you
here bel ow, playi ng ganes."

"I will show you how ganes are played!" Seething, Death approached Pukah, die
hol | ow of her enpty eyes seeming to grow | arger, enconpassing the djinn.

"Show me?" Pukah | aughed lightly. "Thank you, but | really don't have time for
such frivolities. My master cannot do without— It suddenly occurred to. the
djinn that Death was draw ng unconfortably near. Letting go of Asrial, he
tried to back up and tunmbl ed over a hubbl e-bubbl e pipe. "What have | to do
with this? Nothing!" He scranbled to his feet. "If |I were you, now, Lady, |
woul d leave this city imediately and fly to die world above. No doubt the
Amir is riding to battle this very instant! Spears through chests, sword
slicing through flesh. Arns ripped fromtheir sockets, entrails and brains on
t he ground! Tenpting picture, isn't it?"

"Yes indeed! So Quar has sent you here to frighten me— Death stal ked him
"F-frighten you?" Pukah stammered, knocking over a table and small chair. "No,

Lady," he said with conplete honesty, "l assure you, that frightening you is
the furthest thing fromny—his mnd!"
"What does He want? His immortals returned? Eternal lifel Well see what Sul

has to say about this!"

"Yes, yes!" gabbl ed Pukah, backed up against a wall, his hand clutching the
anulet. "Go talk to Sul! Wonderful person, Sul. Have you ever net Hi nP"

"I intend to speak with Hm" said Death, "but first I will send Quar his
nmessenger back in the formof a skeleton to remi nd himof whomhe is trying to
cheat!"

"You can't touch ne!" said Pukah quickly, raising the anulet in front of

Deat h's bal eful, enmpty eyes.

"No," said Death softly, "but | can her!"

Deat h vani shed and reappeared. The pale, cold hands were suddenly cl asped
around Asrial's shoul ders, the angel caught fast in Death's grip.

The djinn stared into the angel's blue, despairing eyes and wondered what had
gone wong. It had been such a sinple, beautiful plan! Get Death out of the

city. Set her on Quar. . . . "Ill nake a bargain with you," offered Pukah
desperately.
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"A bargai n?" Death stared at hi m suspiciously. "I have had enough of your
Master and Hi s bargains!"”

"No," said Pukah solemmly, "this would be ... just between you and nme. In



exchange for her"-he | ooked at Asrial, his soul in his eyes, his voice

softening—I will give you ny anul et —=

"No, Pukah, no!" Asrial cried.

"—and | will remain in the city of Serinda," the djinn continued. "You boast
that no one lives fromdawn to dusk in this city. | challenge that claim |
say that | amcleverer than you. No matter what formyou choose to take, | can

avoid falling your victim"

"Ha!" snorted Deat h.

"No one shall goad nme into any quarrel,’
poi son into my drink!"

"And if | win, what do | get out of this bargain, beyond the pleasure of
seeing you stretched lifeless at ny feet?"

"I will give you not only nyself, but nmy master as well."

"Kaug?" Death sneered. "Another immortal ? As you can see, | amwell supplied
with those already."

"No." Pukah drew a deep breath. "You see, Kaug is not nmy master so nmuch as he
ism jailer. Sond and | were captured by the 'efreet and forced to do his

bi dding. My true master is Khardan, Calif of the Akar—=

"Pukah, what are you saying?" cried Asrial, appalled.

"Khardan!" Death appeared interested. "Akhran holds that particular nortal in

averred Pukah. "No woman will slip

hi gh favor. He keeps cl ose watch upon him | cannot get near. You are saying
that if I wn*—=
"—+the eyes of Akhran will be | ooking el sewhere."

"You know t hat now your nortal, Khardan, stands in dire peril?" Death inquired
cool ly.

"No," said Pukah, |ooking sonewhat unconfortable, "I didn't. It's been sone
time, you see, since | was captured, and |—=

"Not only him but those with him" said Death, her eyes on Asrial

O aspi ng her hands, the angel gazed at the pal e woman beseechi ngly. "Mat hew?"
she whi spered.

"W will speak of this later, you and |I," said Death soothingly, running her
cold hand over Asrial's silver hair. "Very well," she added, "I accept your
bar gai n, Pukah. Hand ne die amulet.”

"But you haven't heard the rest of the deal," protested the young djinn in

of fended dignity. "The part about what you give ne if I win."

Deat h gl anced around the arwat. "If he wins!" she repeated. Everyone burst
into shouts of laughter, the proprietor guffawing until he lost his breath and
had to be pounded on his back by one of the slaves. "Very well," said Death,

Wi ping tears of mrth that sprang horribly fromthe enpty sockets. "If you
wi n, Pukah, | wll give you—what? Your freedom | suppose. That's what al

you djinn want."

"Not only ny freedom" said Pukah cunningly. "I want the freedom of every

imortal in the city of Serindal"

The laughter in the arwat suddenly ceased.

"What did he say?" puffed the rabat-bashi, who—between trying to breathe and
getting thunped on the back—hadn't been able to hear clearly.

"He says he wants us freed!" grow ed an i mortal of Zhakrin's, eyeing Pukah
grimy.

"Freed!" said a cherubim staggering out of a bead-curtained room a goblet in
her hand. "Free to go back to a |ife of drudgery!"

"Alife of slavery," slurred one of Quar's 'efreets fromwhere it lay
confortably beneath a table.

"Death take him" cried Uevin's CGod of War

"Deat h! Death!" chanted everyone in the arwat, rising to their feet, fingering
t hei r weapons.

"Free? Did | say free?" Sweat trickled down from beneath Pukah's turban

"Look, we can discuss this—=

"Enough!" Death raised her hands. "I agree to his terns. Pukah, if you are
alive by sunset tonorrow'—-hoots and how s of derision greeted this. O enching
her raised fists, Death commanded silence—~then | swear by Sul that the spel



over the city of Serinda will be broken. If, however, the Jailing light of the
sun casts its rays over your body as it lies upon its bier, Pukah, then your

master, Khardan, is mine. And his end will be truly terrible"—Peath | ooked at
Asrial —"for he will be slain by one whom he trusts, one who owes himhis
life."

Asrial stared at Death in horror. "Not— She couldn't finish.
"l fear so, child. But—as | said—ae wlh discuss that
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later. Hear nme!" Death lifted her voice, and it seened that the entire city of
Serinda fell silent. "I owe allegiance to no God or Goddess. | have no
favorites. \Whatever else may be said of me, | aminpartial. | take the very
young. | take the very old. The good cannot escape ne, neither can the sinner.
The rich with all their noney cannot keep me fromtheir doors. The magi wth
all their magic cannot find a spell to defeat me. And so | wll have no
favorites here. Pukah will have this night to prepare his defense. The people
of Serinda will have this night to prepare their attack.

"Pukah, this night you nmay keep your amulet and freely walk the city. Whatever
weapon you find will be yours. Tonorrow, at the Tenple in the city plaza, at

t he dawni ng of the new day, you will deliver to me the amul et and the contest
will begin. Is this agreed?"

"Agreed," said Pukah through lips that, despite his best efforts, trenbled. He
couldn't meet Asrial's despairing eyes.

Deat h nodded, and the people resuned their frenetic activities, everyone

maki ng eager preparations for tonorrow s deadly contest!

"And now, child, you want to see what is happening in the world of hunmans?"
asked Deat h.

"Yes, oh yesl" cried Asrial.

"Then come with me." Death's hair lifted as though stirred by a hot wi nd.

Fl oati ng around her, it enfolded the angel |ike a shroud. '

"Pukah?" Asrial said, hesitating.

"Go ahead," said the djinn, trying to smle. "lIll be fine, for a while at

| east."

"You will see himagain, child," Death said, putting her arm around Asrial and
drawi ng her away. "You will see him again. "

The two vani shed. Pukah sl unped down into a nearby chair, ignoring the snarls,
the hostile stares. @ulping slightly at the sight of daggers, knives, swords,

and other cutlery that was maki ng a sudden appearance, he turned his head to

| ook out the wi ndow. He was not cheered by the sight of an inp pushing a

gri ndstone down the street; the denbn was besieged by a nob of immortals

br andi shi ng weapons to be sharpened.

Seeing his reflection in the window, Pukah found it nore conforting to | ook at

his own foxish face. "I'msmarter than Death," he said, seeking reassurance.
The unusual ly gl ooy reflection made no answer.

Book Six

THE BOOK OF QUAR 11

Chapter 1

Far fromthe Kurdin Sea, where the ship of ghuls sailed anmid its own storm
far from where Mat hew struggl ed agai nst inner darkness; far from Serinda,
where a djinn battled agai nst Death; another young nman fought a battle of his
own, though on nuch different ground.

Quar's jihad had begun. In the first Iight of dawn, the city of Meda, in
northern Bas, fell to the troops of the Amir w thout putting up nore

resi stance than was necessary for the citizens to be able to neet each other's
eyes and say, "W fought but were defeated. \Wat could we do? CQur God
abandoned us."

And it did seemas if this were true. In vain the priests-of Uevin called for
the God of War to appear in his chariot and | ead the battle against the armes



of the Enmperor. In vain the priestesses of the Earth Goddess called for the
ground to open and swallow the Amir's soldiers. There came no answer. The
orades had been silent nmany nonths. Uevin's imortals had di sappeared, |eaving
their human supplicants to cry their pleas to deaf ears.

Uevin's ears were not deaf, though he often wi shed they were. The cries of his
peopl e rent his heart, but there was nothing he could do. Bereft of his
imortals, losing the faith of his people, the God grew weaker by the day.
Ever before himwas the vision of Zhakrin and Evren, their shriveled and
starved bodi es withing upon the heavenly plane, then bl owi ng away |ike dust
in the wind. Uevin knew now, too |late, that the Wandering God, Akhran, had
been right. Quar was intent on becomng the One, the Only. Uevin hid inside
hi s many-
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col umed dwel I i ng, expecting every nmonent to hear Quar's voice sumon him
forth to his own doom Hi e Cod, quaking and trenbling, knew there was nothing
he could do to stop Quar.

The arny of Meda—eut nunbered, beset by dissension within their ranks, aware
that their Governor was hastily packing his valuables and fleeing through the
back wall of the city as they prepared to defend its front—fought

hal f heartedly and, when called upon to surrender, did so with such pronptness
that the Amir remarked to Achmed drily that they nust have ridden forth to
battle with white flags in their saddl ebags.

Achned never had a chance to fight—a feet that made himburn with

di sappoi ntment. Not that he would have seen battle this day anyway. The young
man rode with the cavalry and they woul d not be used today unl ess the Medans
proved nore stubborn than was expected. Chafing with inaction, he sat his
magi cal horse high on a ridge overl ooking the plains on which the two arm es
rushed together |ike swarns of |ocusts.

Achned shifted in his saddle, his gaze darting to every boul der and bush,
hopi ng to see sone daring Medan raise up out of the cover with bow poi sed and
arrow at the ready, endeavoring to end the war by killing the general. Achned
saw hinsea hurling his own body protectively in front of the Amir (the king's
bodyguards having fled, the cowards!}. He saw the arrow fly, he felt it graze
his flesh (nothing serious). He saw hinself draw his sword and dispatch the
Medan. Cutting off the man's head, he would present it to the Amir. Refusing
al |l assistance, he would say, with eyes nodestly downcast, "The wound? A
scratch, ny lord. | would gladly be pierced by a thousand arrows if it would
serve ny king."

But the Medans selfishly refused to cooperate. No assassin crouched in the
bushes or crept anong the rocks. By the tine Achned saw hinself, in his
vision, carried away on a shield, the Medans were throwing their own shields
on the ground and handi ng over their weapons to the victors.

When the battle had ended, the Amir rode up and down the long line of
prisoners that were drawn up outside the city walls. Mst of the Medans stood
wi th heads bowed, in sullen or fearful silence. But occasionally Achmed—i di ng
at Qannadi's side—saw a head raise, a man glance up at the king out of the
corner of an eye. The Amir's stern and rigid face never changed expression,
but his eyes net those of the prisoner, and there was recognition and promni se
in that glance. The man woul d | ook back down again at his feet, and Achned
knew he had seen soneone in Qannadi's pay—a wormthe Amr had purchased to

ni bble at the fruit fromthe inside.

Achnmed heard nutterings of disgust fromthe Amr's bodyguards, who rode behi nd
him They, too, knew the meaning of that exchange of gl ances. Like nopst

sol diers, they had no use for traitors, even when the traitors were on their
si de.

The young man's face burned, and he hung his head. He felt the sane stirrings



of disgust for the treacherous who had betrayed their own people, yet all he
could ask hinmself was, "Wat is the difference between them and nme?"

The inspection cane to an end. Qannadi announced that the |Imam would speak to
the prisoners. The Anir and his staff rode off to one side. Achned, stil

br oodi ng, took his place beside and a few steps behind Qannadi

A creaking of the Anir s |l eather saddle and a slight cough caused Achned to
raise his head and | ook at the man. For a brief nonent a warmsnile flickered
in the dark eyes.

"You cane to nme out of love, not for noney," was the silent nessage.

How had Qannadi divined what he was thinking? Not that it mattered. This
wasn't the first tine their thoughts had ridden together over the sanme path.
Feeling conforted, Achned allowed hinmself to accept the answer. Knowing it was
true in part, he could feel satisfied with it and firmy shut out any efforts
by his conscience to question it further

In the past nmonth that they had been together, Achmed had come to | ove and
respect Qannadi with the devotion of a son—giving to the Amr the affection he
woul d have been glad to give to his own father, had Majiid been the |east bit
interested in accepting it. Each filled perfectly the void in the other's
heart. Achned found a father, Qannadi the son he'd been too busy fighting wars
to raise.

The Amir was careful not to let his growing affection for the young man becone
obvi ous, know ng that Yam na watched her husband jeal ously. Her own child
stood to inherit the Amir's position and wealth, and neither she nor her

m nci ng peacock of a son would hesitate to send a gift of alnonds rolled in
poi soned sugar to one who m ght pose a threat. Long ago, a pretty young wife
of whom Qannadi had been especially fond and who was to have delivered a baby
near the same date as Yanina's had died in a simlar manner. Such things were
not unusual in court, and Qannadi accepted it. But it was one reason, perhaps,
that he afterward exhibited no great affection for any of his wives.
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H e Amir gave Achnmed the rank of Captain, put himin charge of training both
men and horses in the cavalry, and took care—while they were in court—+o speak
to himas he would any other soldier in his arny. If he spent a lot of tine
with the cavalry, it was only natural, since they were the key to victory in
many instances and required much training in advance of the war agai nst Bas.
Yam na's single, jealous eye saw nothing to give her concern. She sent her son
back to the glittering court in Khandar, both of them happy in the know edge
that generals often net with fatal m shaps.

Qannadi himself had no illusions. He would have |iked to make Achned his heir,
but he feared that the young nman woul d not |ast even a nmonth hi the pal ace of
t he Enperor. Honesty, |oyalty—these were qualities a king rarely saw in those
who served him Qualities the Amir saw in Achmed. The Amir didn't attenpt to
instruct the young man in the dangerous machi nati ons of court intrigue. The
nomad' s bl end of brute savagery and naive innocence delighted Qannadi. Achned
woul d not hesitate to hack to bits arival in a fair fight, but he would all ow
hinsel f to be devoured by ants before he would slyly nurder that same rival.
What was worse, Achned fondly believed that every man worthy of being called a
man abi ded by the same code of honor. No, he wouldn't last long in the court

at Khandar.

Let my painted-eyed, painted-lipped son grovel at the Enperor's feet and snile
when Hi s Inperial Mjesty kicks him | have Achnmed. | will nake of himan
honorably dutiful soldier for Quar. For nyself, | will have one person "who
will fight at ny side, who will be near ne when I die. One person who will
truly mourn ny passing.

But the ways of Quar are not die ways of Akhran. Qannadi hinself was naive in
t hi nking he could uproot the thorny desert Rose, bring it into the stifling

at nosphere of court, and expect it to thrive. The cactus woul d have to send



down tough new roots in order even to survive

The |1 mam had wat ched the battle fromthe protection of a pal anquin borne on
the long journey fromKich to Meda by six sweating, struggling priests of
Quar. At the Amir's signal, they hauled the covered litter out onto the plains
before the city walls that were Iined with Medans wa