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Hasan

Pi ers Ant hony

Chapter 1. Persian

, ol d!-from copper?“ Hasan’s | oose headcloth fluttered with his inpolite |aughter

The white-bearded Persian nodded gravely. He was dressed in a handsonme robe and wore sturdy
sandal s: a man of noderate wealth. He | ooked remarkably pious under his tall white turban-but
Persians were in bad repute in Bassorah. Hasan had seen the nan nove slowy down the street,
investigating the crowded stalls on either side. This was the netal workers’ section of the city,
and there were splen- did displays of copper, silver and gold, all intricately wought. Many were
far nore spectacul ar than Hasan's own-yet the Persian had paused | ongest here, exclaiming to

hi nsel f and shaki ng his head. Hasan soon concluded there was little prospect for a sale, for
otherwi se the customer woul d have deneaned the nmerchandise in an effort to reduce its price. He
pretended to read an old book, fretfully waiting for the intruder to nove on and | eave t he space
clear for sone legitimate client.

Way did he linger so? Could he be a bandit fromthe marshes to the north, hiding fromthe Caliph's
justice am dst the towering reeds? |Inpossible; yet- At the hour of the nid-afternoon prayer the
shops cleared of custoners, but the Persian remained. Hasan did not trust him Al True Believers
went to prayer-call pronptly. There was sonething furtive in the way the man’'s eyes shifted about,
t hough his voice was cultured and persua- sive enough

»Young nan, you are a nost talented craftsman. Your father trained you well.*

.| have no father,“ Hasan replied shortly, trying to nmaintain his prejudice in the face of such
flattery.

The Persian became unctuous. ,Ah, the good man has joined Allah-may Hi s nanme be praised. And |-1
have no son.“ Hasan grew unconfortabl e under the nman’'s intense scrutiny. ,Yet | could hardly ask
for a finer son than you. Your |ocks are as long and black as the mane of a fine stallion. Your
body is straight and strong. If | had a son like you, I would weigh himdowm with wealth beyond
tabul ation. “

. Wal t h?* Hasan said, too quickly.

.Provided he didn't object to a little innocent alcheny, in a good cause.*

- Al chenmy!* This was forbidden in Bassorah

.How el se is an honest nerchant to convert conmon copper, or even brass, into an equal weight-of
gol d?* The Persian’s eye was fixed upon Hasan’s, challenging himto protest.

And Hasan had | aughed-but not for long. ,If you can do such a thing-change copper to gold-why are
you shoppi ng here? You could be rich in a single day."“

The Persian shook his head in seem ng sadness. ,And what are riches, to one who has no son?“ An
artful tear coursed down one wrinkled cheek, ,1 have no wife, no concubine, for howam| to trust
a wonan, and | an al chem st? Many nen have begged me to instruct themin ny secret art, and |I have
refused themall. But |ove of you has gotten hold upon ny heart, for you are the fairest lad in
all the city, and if you will consent to becone ny adopted son | will teach you this skill. You
will toil no nmore with hamrer and anvil; you will sweat no nmore in the heat of the charcoal and
fire. No, not one nore day!"“

The ol d man was begi nning to make sense. ,Teach ne now, “ Hasan said, maintaining his guard, for he
suspected a swindle in spite of his desire to be convinced.

. 1onorrow,“ the Persian said. ,I will bring ny prepa- rations here early in the norning, and you
must nake ready sone copper. | do not ask you to believe until you see this for yourself, ny son.*”
Wth that he departed, |eaving Hasan both doubtful and wildly excited.

Gold! Could it be?

He was too disturbed to finish the day patiently in his stall. He closed up shop and tranped
blindly out of the city, his head spinning. Gold! Key to rich living. He would di ne on candi ed

| ocusts and choice Persian stew. He would sip sweet sherbet fromthe colored glass of Sidon. He
woul d garb hinself in a robe of enbroidered damask, and sl eep under a sheet of finest orienta
silk. Choice slave-girls would fan away the biting flies while he dis- pensed |argess to groveling
beggars and needy holy nmen and thus store up great favor with Allah

He | ooked up to see the dry nud flats, cut by shallowirrigation ditches, that stretched fromthe
two great rivers toward the foul marshes. The People of the Reeds dwelt in floating huts, not so
far away, nei ghbors of unclean pigs. They sat with their vicious dogs around fires of buffalo
dung. Hasan knew little of themfor civilized men were not welcone in the reedy swanps. There had

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (1 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:12 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20A nthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Hasan.txt

been occasi onal skirm shes

He turned back to face the city. Gold! The cultivated fields becane rosy in the gl ow of dusk, the
hot sands saffron. Custered date-pal ms beckoned in a nomentary gust of w nd, and swarns of sea-
fow dotted the sky, calling himto his destiny.

The sun sank, and Hasan quickly spread out his prayer-mat, and kneeled with his face to the

di stant west of Mekkeh. He prostrated hinself ritually and called upon Allah for blessing. CGold!
His old, careworn nother was cynical. Hasan sat bare- footed on a cushion of the divan, |eaned
agai nst the plas- tered wall, and smacked his |ips on stale bread and sour canel’s milk while she
harangued hi m about the business of the day. She was adept at prying and wheedling infor- nation
that didn't concern her, he thought, as were all wonmen whomtinme had deprived of physical charm
She had the story fromhimal nobst as he entered the run-down dwelling.

.Hasan, don't pay attention to such superstitions. Be- ware especially of Persians, and never do
anyt hi ng they urge upon you. They are nothing but infidels and sharpers, and if this man pretends
to al cheny you can be sure it is only to steal the noney of an honest man.*“

., But we are poor, Mdther,“ Hasan pointed out rudely, half lost in his dreans of wealth. The good
house, now suffering fromlack of repair, was all that remained of their original fortune. ,How
could he covet the little bit of gold I have in the shop, when he has the power to manufacture as
much as he wants, from copper?”

She | ooked at hi mdespairingly. ,How can you trust the word of a stranger-a Persian!-who nakes
such a ridicu- |ous prom se? Have you forgotten already the | eeches and | oafers who pronised you
their undying friendship-until the wealth your father left was exhausted catering to their
expensi ve tastes? And where are these friends now? \Were would you be now, were it not for the

ki ndness of your father’s friend, the goldsmth, who took you in and taught you his trade?"

.But I amtired of this trade,”“ Hasan said defensively. ,lI thought all goldsmths were rich, but-*
. But, but!“ she exclainmed. ,My son, Bassorah is a wealthy city, for this is where the |long sea
meets the richest farm and east of Egypt. The traders conme here in great nunber, and the boatnen
and canel -drivers and farnmers. But you can’t expect to nmake your fortune as a goldsmith wthout
working for it. Al day you sit idly in your shop and read books about the adventures of liars

i ke that Sindbad of the Sea, instead of calling out to passing nmerchants who mi ght pay you well
for your effort. No wonder you sell nothing!*

.I'msure this Persian is honest,“ Hasan argued uncer- tainly. ,He wears a turban of pure white
nmuslin, in the best manner of the True Believer. And he wants to adopt nme as his son!*

He ignored her | ook of reproach and retired, but sleep was slow in coning. Gold!

* * *

Hasan woke at dawn, performnmed the norning ablution, and rushed to his shop w thout speaking to his
nmot her. Anxi ously he cast about for copper; this was a detail he’ d alnpst forgotten. It would not
be wise to use a finished utensil, because if anything were to go wong the | oss would be awkward,
particularly when his nother |learned of it. Ah-there was a broken platter that would have to be
mel ted down anyway. It was copper, or at |east good brass, and it should do well enough

Before |l ong the Persian appeared. Hasan junped up. ,Wlconme, O noble Uncle! Let ne kiss your

vener abl e hands. “

The Persian restrained him ,W mnmust do this business quickly, before the neighboring smths
arrive, or everyone will know the secret. Have you heated your furnace?"

,0Ovyes, Uncle!"

»Set up the crucible and apply your bellows.*“

Hasan hastened to conmply, forgetting in his eagerness yesterday's pronm se of freedom from such

| abors. The fire blazed up hotly, until it seened the crucible itself would nelt.
. Wiere is your copper?”
. Here, Uncle!®

» Take your shears and cut it into small pieces and nelt them down pronptly.*“

Hasan was amazed at the businesslike air of the man who yesterday had waxed so sentinental. He
followed the terse instructions, sweating profusely under his tunic fromthe unaccustoned heat and
effort. The netal becanme a thick liquid as he westled mghtily with the bell ows.

The Persian inspected it approvingly. He rempved his turban, reached inside, and brought out a

fol ded wad of paper. A few ounces of yellow powder were inside. ,Stand back, boy,“ he said, ,but
don't let up for a nonment on the bellows.*”

Hasan punped until he thought he would expire, while still trying valiantly to observe every
detail of the magic.
The old man hel d the paper above the crucible. ,In the nane of Jabir ibn-Hayyan, the father of
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al chemmy, and by virtue of this catalyst he created and bequeathed to me in dire secrecy, let this
base netal be converted forthwith to purest gold!* He shook in sone of the bright powder.

It seened to Hasan that the pot bubbled angrily and that an om nous gl ow suffused the room This
was evil nagic, and the Persian had not invoked the name of Allah

,Hold!'* and Hasan rel axed gratefully. He wi ped his smarting eyes and peeked into the crucible.

Gol d.

.1est it," said the Persian, smling. ,You will find it to be of rare quality."

Hasan quenched it and nmanhandl ed the still hot nass out of the pot and rubbed it with a file. It
was genui ne. He | eaned against the counter for support, dazed by the real- ity. Gold! The magician
had not been |ying.

The Persian gave himno rest. ,Quickly, son, hammer it into an ingot before the merchants cone.*
Hasan bent hastily to the task, while the Persian watched with an inscrutable expression. ,Are you
married?"

~No, sir!* The ingot was al nost shaped.

~Very good,“ the old nman said to hinself, with an- other appraising glance at Hasan. ,Now carry
this gold to the market and sell it quickly. Don't waste time haggling over the price; as soon as
you have a good offer, take the noney, go home without a word to anyone, and put it away where no
one will see it. W don’t want the people to interrogate you about the origin of this gold.*“
Hasan agreed, although he regretted being denied an i mredi ate spendi ng spree. H s nother woul d
insist that he put nost of the noney back into the goldsmith business, and he would get little

pl easure fromit. O course, if she saw the ingot, she nmght not let himsell it at all, since
many fine utensils could be fashioned fromit.

He picked up the ingot, which weighed several pounds, wapped it in a fold of his tunic, and
rushed to the richest business section of Bassorah

The assenbl ed busi nessmen were anazed at the size and quality of the ingot. Bidding was rapid. ,A
thousand dinars,“ a fat purple-cl oaked noneychanger offered. Hasan turned his back disdainfully.

. Twel ve hundred, “ another said, barely concealing his eagerness to possess such re- fined gold.
Hasan yawned. ,Fifteen hundred,“ a green-pantal ooned nerchant said.

Hasan studied the |last bidder calmy. ,Allah open on you another door,“ he said, in a tine-honored
convention that indicated too low a bid. That is, Alah would have to open the door to nerchandise
at such a price, for Hasan certainly wouldn't.

The first nmoneychanger squinted, catching on to the fact that this young man was not entirely

i nnocent about the value of his nerchandi se. ,Eighteen hundred di nars-no nore,“ he said.

»Allah open-“ Hasan said, then renenbered the Persian’s warning. ,This fine gold is a gift at such
a price-but | amweary of carrying it. Take it for two thousand dinars."”

In such manner he conpleted the richest transaction of his life.

. Look at this, Mther!“ he cried as he burst into the house with the hefty purse of coin. ,M
father the Persian has shown nme how to make gold froma broken platter, and | sold it for half a
year’s inconme, and |'mgoing to be rich!*

The ol d woman shook her head | ugubriously, despite the proof displayed before her. Hasan had
forgotten his re- solve to hide the news fromher. ,No good will cone of this. It is devil's
nmoney. “ And she bl essed hersel f, saying ,There is no nmajesty and there is no night, except in
Al'lah, the dorious, the Geat!*

.| must take nore netal to the shop,“ Hasan said, paying no attention to her words. He picked up a
|l arge nmetal nortar, a pot once used for crushing onions, garlic and corn cakes. Heedl ess of his
not her’ s expostul ations, he carried it out the door

The Persian was still sitting in the shop, relaxing in its shade with his turban in his lap. H's
hair was al nbost as white as the headpi ece. ,Wat are you doing with that thing?‘ he demanded.
.I"mgoing to put it on the fire and turn it into gold,“ Hasan said.

.Have the jinn taken your wits?“ the Persian exclained, choking. ,The surest way to arouse
suspicion would be to appear in the market twice in a day with mysterious ingots of perfect gold
The nerchants woul d be certain you had stolen them and this would cost us both our lives.*

Hasan was chagrined. ,| hadn't thought of that.*

.If I amto teach you this craft-and there is nore to it than nere sprinkling of powder-you will
have to promi se to practice it no nore than once a year. That will easily bring enough inconme to
mai ntain you. "

.1 agree, Ony lord!'* Hasan said, anxious to master the process. So long as no limt was set upon
the anmount converted in that annual session

He placed the crucible over the furnace and heaped nore charcoal on the fire.

» Now what are you up to?"

~How am |l to learn this craft if we don’t go through the steps agai n?"
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»There is no majesty and no nmight save in Allah!“ exclainmed the Persian, |aughing at the youth’'s
audacity. ,You have the singlem ndedness of a thirsty camel, lad. But you hardly denonstrate the
wit required for this noble craft. Do you expect to learn such an art in the nmddle of the street?
Wth all the graspi ng shoppers and beggars | ooking on? Don’t you know what they do to proven

al chemi st s?*

» But -*

.1 f you really want to master this nystery inmediately, come to ny house, where there will be
privacy. "

.Let’s go!“ Hasan replied inmediately, closing up his shop

But as he followed the Persian, he began to reflect upon his nother’s warning. Such nen did have a
bad reputation.

How coul d he be certain this was not sone el aborate trick to lure himinto slavery, perhaps in the
uncharted marsh- | and? Handsome young artisans were val uable, and few questi ons were asked if
their tongues were cut out. Did he really know this stranger well enough to trust himself to his
house? H's feet dragged, and finally he stopped in confusion

The Persian turned to see himlagging. ,Are you having foolish second thoughts now, nmy son? Here |
am trying to do you the greatest favor of the age because of the love | have in ny heart for you-
whi | e you hang back, accusing nme of bad intent!*”

Hasan felt quite guilty, but his doubt remained. The nman was | eading the way out of the city, and
it was hard not to suspect pork in the cookpot.

~Ah, the folly of youth!* the Persian expostulated. ,Wll, boy, if you' re afraid to conme to ny
house, | nust go to yours. | can teach you there just as easily, so long as you provide the
material s.”

Hasan bright ened. ,You can?®

»Show me the way, son.*

Hasan’ s not her was not delighted. ,You brought the idolater here! I will not share the roof wth
him*“

.But this way he is proving his good faith. What harmcould he do at ny house?”

»What harmcould a cobra do in your house? A sword-tusked boar? You-*

. He’' s standing outside our door right now “

»No! He is nothing but a ghoul, an evil influence. | will not remain while he sets foot in this
house! “

.But he is teaching ne to nake gold out of-*

»He is making nmush out of your brains. I'Il stay at nmy cousin’s house until he is gone.“ She was

al ready busy setting the house in order, however, |lest the unwel cone guest find anything to
criticize. At length she finished her preparations and left by the back way, so as not even to see
the Persian, and Hasan was free to invite the guest inside. Then he had to run to the nmarket to
buy food, while the Persian waited sonme nore.

Hasan spread his best circular cloth on the floor, in the corner near the two divans, and arranged
the neal. He set up a stool supporting a large brass tray, upon which were several copper dishes.
Around these were round, flat cakes of bread, sonme cut lines, and snall wooden spoons. He had
hired a servant-boy for the neal, who now brought |arge napkins and a basin and ewer filled with
water to each of them They rinsed their nouths and washed their right hands cerenoniously as they
sat cross-legged on the two divans. It would never do to eat with an uncl ean hand.

.In the name of Allah, the Conpassionate, the Merci- ful,“ Hasan said, serving hinself first in
accordance with the ritual. This showed that the food he offered his guest was whol esone. He drew
a dish of nmutton toward him stewed with assorted vegetables and with apricots, and renoved a
nmorsel with the aid of a piece of bread.

The Persian did likewise. For a nonent it | ooked as though he was about to touch the food with his
| eft hand, and Hasan nmarveled at this. Al True Believers knew that the |l eft hand was unclean. It
was unt hi nkabl e that the hand that cleaned the privates should ever touch the face . . . yet the
visitor had al nost -

He was imagining things. Even in Persia, they were not that slovenly. He should abolish such

unnat ural suspi ci ons.

Hasan drank sone cool water from a porous earthen bottle. ,Praise be to Allah,“ he said-but did
not nention that it had been nany weeks since Allah had bl essed himwith a repast like this.

»May your drink produce pleasure,”“ the Persian re- plied, also following the ritual. But his gaze
was cal cul ating.

~Now there is the fell owship of bread and salt between us,“ Hasan exclainmed as they ate. ,\Wat

| oyal servant of Allah would violate that?"

»What, indeed,“ the guest replied dryly.
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They finished the nmeal, and the Persian | eaned back, belched politely, but did not wash his hand
again. ,Wiat did you bring for dessert?

Hasan stamered in confusion. He had forgotten this detail

»No trouble, nmy son. You just run down to the narket again and fetch us sonething suitable, sone
sweet neats.“ He closed his eyes confortably, anticipating no refusal

Hasan rose hastily and dashed off, forgetting to send the servant, and returned shortly with an
arnful of pastries. The Persian eyed the nonstrous anmount the young nan had brought honme in his
ent husi asm and shook his head with nock perplexity. ,O my son-the |ikes of you de- light the Iikes
of nme. Nowhere, in all Bassorah, could |I have found a nore appropriate subject for ny purposes!*
He hardly bothered to conceal the sneer, but Hasan in his naivete flushed with pleasure.

After they had eaten their fill and washed hands and face again, the Persian stretched lazily and
uttered the nmagic words. , O Hasan, fetch the gear.*

Hasan shot out of the house like a colt let out to fresh green pasture in the spring. He ran to
his shop and carried all the apparatus he could sustain back to the house, once nore panting and
sweating with the exertion he hoped to be relieved of so soon

The Persian withdrew fromhis turban a package of sone weight. ,M/ son, this wapping contains
three pounds of the elixir | denbnstrated this norning, and each ounce of it will transforma
pound of copper into the finest gold. Wen this is gone, | will nmake up another batch for you."“
Hasan trenbl ed as he took the package and stared at the glittering yell ow powder. ,Wat do you
call this?* he inquired. ,Howis it made?"

The Persian | aughed far nore than the innocent ques- tions deserved.

»Mist you know everything at once, boy? There will be time for that later. The manufacture of this
elixir is quite conplicated; for now you should be satisfied to keep quiet and naster its proper
application.“ Hasan did not notice the increasingly overbearing tone or the poor breeding the

| aught er betrayed. Gold dazzled his mnd s eye. He found a brass platter and cut it up and threw
the pieces into the nelting pot. He blew up the fire until the nmetal nelted, then shook in a
little powder and stirred the mixture vigor- ously. He was so intent on what he was doing that he
never thought to call upon Allah for bl essing.

Nevert hel ess, the nolten potful steaned up, shinmered, and took on the golden hue. ,It worked!*
Hasan shouted. ,I did it! |I made gold!*

He renoved his crucible fromthe heat and funbled with the tongs as the golden lunp cooled. He did
not see the Persian break open one of the surplus pastries, shake in a little powder of a

di fferent conplexion and seal it up again. He did not overhear the exuberant chuckl e

» You have done very well, ny son,“ the Persian said. ,You seemto have a natural talent for what |
have in mnd, and | am nost pleased with your perfornance. Did | nention that | have a daughter
who is as lovely a girl as anyone has ever seen?"

Hasan pulled his eye nmonmentarily away fromthe glis- tening mass of gold. ,Sir, | thought you were
unmarri ed. How can you have a daughter?*

The Persi an paused, but corrected hinself quickly. ,You are astute, my boy. True, | have no wife
now. | had one, a very discerning and graci ous and obedi ent worman of sin- gular beauty, but she

died five years ago and | have brought ny daughter up and educated her nyself. Since you are to be
my adopted son, it seens appropriate that | marry her to you.*"

Thi ngs began to fall into place for Hasan. A narriageabl e daughter; an offer of unlinited gold.
The full conmmi tnent was coming to |ight.
~Vell, 1 hadn’t planned to-*

.1 assure you, she is no less beautiful than yourself, a fitting match. Her face is like the ful
nmoon, her hair darker than the night, her cheeks rosy as-*

»Shouldn’t | see her first?* Hasan asked cautiously, disturbed by the nmanner the Persian seened to
be reading his face.

.Her posture is like a slimbanboo anong pl ants; her eyes are as large and dark as those of a
delicate young deer.*

. Yes, but-*

.Her two breasts are like fresh round ponegranates; her buttocks are |ike w nd-snoothed hill ocks
of sand . . . and she is just fourteen years of age!"

.Done!" cried Hasan, carried away by this vision. After all, there was always the gold, in case

the dansel fell short of the description

.congratul ations! Let’'s celebrate with another sweet- neat,
hel d on Hasan.

The young nman bit into it automatically, careless of all cerenobny, thinking of gold and hill ocks
of sand. Once nore he forgot to praise Alah before taking food.

A vacant expression canme over his face. He reeled and col | apsed, unconsci ous.

the Persian said, pressing the one he
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,O dog of an Arab!*“ the Persian exalted. ,O carrion of the gallows! How many nonths have

searched for as handsonme an innocent as you. Yet how near you came to slipping ny net. But now
have you! If an el ephant snelled that bhang I fed you, he would sleep fromyear to year."
Nevert hel ess, he took the precaution of binding Hasan hand and foot, gagging him and packing him
into a great chest, which he |ocked. Then he gathered together all the nbney fromthe sale of the
first ingot of gold, and every- thing else of value in the house including the second ingot, and

packed it all into another chest. Before I ong he had summoned a porter fromthe market and
assigned himthe second trunk, instructing himnot to drop it. He dallied only I ong enough to
scribble a nessage on the wall, and departed in haste.

A rented ship, provisioned and crewed, was waiting for himin a special harbor outside the city,
in the direction he had attenpted to | ead Hasan earlier. He paid off the porter, |oaded the

nmer chandi se on board, and set sail imediately with a fair w nd.

What a wel cone awaited Hasan’s nother when she cane hone that evening! The door was open, the
rooms ransacked, and her cherished son was gone. All that re- mained were cryptic words printed
crudely on one wall, near a half-eaten bit of sweetbread.

The spirit cane and wakened one from bed;

But when he woke, he found the spirit fled!

Chapter 2. Voyage

Vi negar and acrid powder choked Hasan, and he came to his senses coughi ng and sneezing violently.
The worl d seenmed to be swaying and tilting in crazy conbi nati ons, now one way and now anot her, so
that he could hardly orient hinmself. He felt sick

A black ifrit stood before him ,So the Arab pig opens his eyes!“ a harsh voice said near his ear.
Hasan recog- nized the voice of the Persian, despite the change in tone. Was he a denon?

Hi s eyes cleared slowy, and he saw that what he faced was not an infernal creature, but a
grinning Negro slave, a eunuch. Beyond the slave was a short wooden deck, and beyond that-

He was aboard a ship! He could see the | apping waves, the distant shoreline. No wonder he had
reeled to the steady rocking of the floor. He was sitting on one of the great chests his nother
had saved, and beside himsat the Persian. How had such a thing cone about?

»There is no majesty and there is no mght, except in Allah, the Aorious, the Geat!“ he swore.

» W belong to Allah and to HHmwe shall return.”

.Don't prate your ridiculous faith aboard this ship!“ the Persian snapped. ,You are in ny power
now, you incredi- ble sinpleton.*

Hasan began to understand. He had eaten a pastry this man had handed hi mand suddenly found

hi msel f anbng strangers and far from hone. He had been drugged! But why?

,Omy father,“ he said quietly, ,what have you done? Didn't we eat bread and salt together, so
that neither could betray the other?

The Persian stared at him ,Do you expect ne to be bound by your superstitions? Your |life neans

nothing to nme, and your friendship less. | have slain nine hundred and ni nety-ni ne whel ps |ike
you, and you shall surely be the thousandth.” H s expression was so serious that Hasan coul d not
doubt that he neant what he said. Al of it had been a trick after all, to lure himinto this

situation. His nother’s warning had been valid, and his own early suspi- cions justified.

He shifted his hands and found themtied behind him His feet were free, but he was hel pl ess. Yet
obviously they weren’t going to kill himright away; the ship nust have a destination, and a far
one, or it would not have been enployed at all. Was he to be a sacrifice? He had heard of such
things, at least in the far reaches of the world where the jinn-folk lived. He should be safe for
a few days, at |east.

Hasan was frightened, but not nearly as nuch as he thought he ought to be. Perhaps the drug the

Persian had given himstill affected his senses. Still, he had always | onged for adventure and
never had the neans to undertake it. Now it had conme upon hi munawares, and though the shaft of
fate was painful, it was not wholly repul sive. The Persian mnight be bluffing, testing him trying
out his mettle; if not there were a thousand things that night happen before the sentence was
carried out. Well, perhaps a hundred, or at |east ten

»Who are you?* he asked the Persian. ,What do you want with ne?"

The man studied himas if annoyed that there had been no scream ng or begging. ,I am Bahramthe
Guebre, the forenost nagician of Persia. | will use you to obtain the essential ingredient for ny
elixir of gold, and you will not survive that use.“

» Wiy don't you kill nme now, Bahran?“ Hasan was astoni shed at his own temerity; he had never

i magi ned that he could contenplate death so calmy

~Dont be inpatient, lad; you have three nonths to live yet; nmaybe nore. | would have killed you
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before now, if nore inportant considerations didn't restrain this pleasure.”

»D0 you expect ne to live three nonths without eat- ing?* Hasan asked him ,How good a magi ci an
are you?“

The Persian refused to take offense at the tone. ,Untie his hands and give himsone water,“ he
directed his slave.

The eunuch came forward cheerfully. He was big and wore bright red pantal oons; evidently he had
once been nuscul ar, but now was running to fat. H s eyes were sleepy, but his hands, as he reached
around Hasan to undo the cord, were clever and gentle. ,Now tread lightly, Arab,“ he murnured into
Hasan’ s ear as he worked.

Hasan stretched his arns. Hs wists were chafed and stiff where the rope had bound them but were
after all serviceable. He accepted the jug the slave offered. As he drank, his eyes ran over the
shi p.

It appeared to be a fair-sized nerchant ship, built for the open sea. There were no oars-if
nmerchanters carried oarsnen, there would be little space for cargo-and he could see the tal

center mast reaching up into the single square sail. She might be as nuch as forty-five feet from
stemto stern-but old. Even though he was no Sindbad, he could sense the wall ow and see the age of
the calking in the worn deck. This tub would not be worth much in a storm

Hasan finished his drink and returned the bottle to the eunuch. ,Praise be to Allah,“ he said, and
| aunched hinself fromthe chest.

And sprawl ed on the deck. The slave had neatly tripped him He was neither as sleepy nor as stupid
as he | ooked, that eunuch.

.Tie the ingrate up again,“ Bahramsaid. ,W won't give himanother chance to betray our trust.”
.Betray your trust!“ Hasan expl oded. ,Wiy you dog, dog-fathered, grandson of a dog! How can you
act other than as a dog? Trust!"®

Bahram stood up. ,By the virtue of the Heat and the Light of the Fire | worship, do not tenpt ne
to viol ence, boy!*

- What tenptation remains for the uncircuntised cur who foully betrays bread and salt?"

.Sl lence!” the Persian roared. H s hand swung round to deal Hasan a blow that sent himcrashing to
the deck. This tine, with his hands bound, he struck face down. He felt his teeth digging into the
dirty planking as he passed out.

Hs trial was not over. Sea water dashed in his face brought himspluttering to his senses a
second tinme. He knew that only a nonent had passed. H s nose stung fearfully in the salt and he
could taste the blood running over his bruised lips. His front teeth felt as though they had been
driven back into his head; angry tears trickled down his cheeks.

The eunuch propped hi mup and nopped away sonme of the mess. ,You have nore to |ose than a few
drops of blood, Arab,“ he murnured, his voice so soft that Hasan knew the magi ci an was not

i ntended to overhear. ,Ap- pease his fancies; it won't hurt Allah, the All-know ng."“

Hasan nodded, not certain whether this was a genui ne condol ence or another trap. Certainly he
woul d not again insult the Persian to his face. Not while he was bound, anyway.

~Make a Fire!* Bahram said, and two young boys, white servants, appeared with a brazier. They
filled it with charcoal and tinder and struck sparks into it, and soon a hot flame crept up

t hrough the chunks. Hasan wondered what woul d happen if such a stove were to be overturned on the
deck. No-the wood had just been soaked down, and would not ignite.

»What is the purpose of that?* Hasan inquired, discov- ering that his fall had not affected his
power of speech, despite the disconfort of teeth and nose.

~This is the Fire, ny Lady of Light and Sparkles! She is the goddess | worship, not your fou
bread-and-salt Allah. See how bright She is! How fair!“ Indeed, as the nagician | ooked into the
flame his expression was rapt, and he stood tall and bol d.

Hasan was di sgusted, but he held his peace. How could he ever have been fooled by such a creature?
Bahramturned to him his eyes burning fanatically. ,O0 Hasan-this is ny Bel oved! Wrship Her as
do, and | swear to you | will give you half nmy wealth and marry you to my mai den daughter. Worship
the Fire, and I will set you free and find some other sacrifice.” He waited expectantly.

Hasan forgot his recent resolution

»We to you!“ he cried out angrily. ,You are a crim- nal who prays to a vanishing el ement instead
of to the True God, the King of the Omipotent, the Creator of N ght and Day. How can you desert
the God of the Prophets Mses, Jesus, and the great Mhanmed? This is not worship you practice-it
is nothing but calamty!*

Bahram stiffened. ,O dog of the Arabs, are you refus- ing to worship with ne?”

.1 will never turn ny face away from Al |l ah!*“

The man’s eyes snol dered |ike the coals of the brazier, but he did not strike Hasan again. He
faced the fire, dropped to his knees, and prostrated hinself before it ritually. ,0O Sacred Fire, |
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will punish this infidel for his blaspheny!*”

He stood up and spoke to the eunuch. ,Cast himon the deck on his face!“ The sl ave obeyed,
muttering dolefully into Hasan's ear

.1 told you. | told, Arab. You didn't have to renounce Allah in your heart. ‘Appease his fancies,’
| said, ‘It won't hurt your god,’” | said. But you-“ Then Hasan hit the deck, nore gently this
tinme, and the remnmaining advice was |ost.

»Strip himdown,“ Bahram directed. Hasan felt the eunuch's careful black hands pulling away his
tunic, leav- ing himbare fromneck to calf.

.1 don't like this any better than you do,“ the slave muttered as he worked, untying and retying
the bindings. ,Next tine, keep your nouth shut, eh?"

» Take your el ephant-hide whip and beat him*“ the Persian said. And the eunuch dutifully laid on
with the stiff knotted thongs.

Hasan had determined to nmaintain silence during the beating, and refuse the nagician the
satisfaction of his screanms, but a cry of agony tore free at the first blow. Hasan had never
before experienced such pain. Hs entire back flaned up with the savage rasp of the rough | eather
The second blow fell and he screaned again; the very skin seened to be wenched fromhis body. A
third blow, this time across the posteriors-and now he felt the blood running down fromthe cuts
of the Iash.

A fourth blow ,Alah!'* he screamed. ,Protect nme!“ But there was no protection. A fifth blow, he
wr enched up his head and inplored the Almghty in the nane of Md- hammed, the Chosen Prophet-but
there was no succor

A sixth bl ow. He thought he would faint with the pain, the terrible destruction of his body .

but he could not faint. Now the tears rolled down his face like the dripping sea water, and in the
hum | i ati on and agony he said what he could no | onger avoid saying.

.In the nane of the Fire: nercy!*

The seventh bl ow did not fall

~Raise himup,“ the Persian said gently. ,W shall be eating now. *“

The slave clothed himagain and set himon the chest, and the servant-boys brought w ne and boil ed
rice and set them before him But Hasan was ashaned of hinsel f- though he had never renounced
Allah in spirit-and did penance by fasting. He refused to eat the lowy rice or sip the forbidden
bever age.

. YOU' Il eat when you get hungry, boy,“ Bahramsaid wisely. ,If not today, tonorrow “ Hasan knew he
was right.

Hasan was kept tied at all times except for neals. He never had a chance to | ook around the ship,
or to talk with the crewnen, though he saw half a dozen of themin the course of their nornal
duties. It was evident that they feared and disliked the magician, but would not interfere.
Undoubt edly they had been hired for such voyages before, or were under regular contract with
Bahram and had | earned to ignore the cries and appeal s of hel pl ess capti ves.

Each day the ship coursed south along the Persian shore, farther away from Bassorah and
civilization. Each night it hove to in sone natural harbor for safety fromthe denons of night and
wat er. Sone days the wi nds were adverse, and the ship was unable to nake significant progress;
Hasan bl essed Allah for such weather. On other days the winds were fair, and Hasan watched the
shore parade by, its rocks and beaches and inlets ever less fanmiliar, in grow ng despair.

The days becanme weeks, the weeks nmonths, or so it seened to one who had no accurate way to reckon
time. Hasan al so benmpaned the fact that he was unable to per- formthe required ablutions and
prayers. First, the Persian woul d have beaten himagain if he had attenpted any obvi ous honmage to
Al'l ah, and he did not feel strong enough to undergo such pain the prescribed five tinmes each day.
Second, he could be certain of neither the precise tine of day nor the direction of the Holy Cty,
whi ch he had to face during prayer. Third, he had no water with which to cl eanse hinself before
prayer. Fourth, he was constantly bound, and could not acconplish the nmotions and gestures of the
normal ritual. He felt unclean and defiled, but there was nothing he could do, and after a tine he
ceased to worry about it unduly. Allah was all-powerful and all-knowing; if it was Hs will that
his ser- vant be unable to pray properly, who was Hasan to protest?

The shoreline became nountai nous, then leveled off into a steady jungle. Geat rivers carried
their rich sedi- nent into the sea. At tinmes the shore on the opposite side had been visible, but
now, crane his head around as he might, Hasan could see nothing but a blue expanse of sea. He
heard the crewren tal king, and knew that the ship was approaching the magical |land of H nd. This
must be their destination, and the nunber of his days was dwi ndli ng.

.Praise be to Allah,” he said to hinself fervently. ,May he send a wind to dash this vessel away
fromthat shore!*

This time it seened that his infornal prayer was to be answered. In the afternoon a sudden
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bl ackness cane upon the sky, and the sea grew dark and wild. A strong wind sprang up so quickly
that it caught the sail before the crewnen could furl it and blasted the ship away precipi- tously
fromland. She rocked and pitched sickeningly and her old tinbers creaked; Hasan hinsel f, who had
much nore to gain than to |l ose, began to fear for his life. A sailor screaned as the boat yawed
and pitched himinto the whipping sea; before his friends could hel p himhe was gone. They brought
the sail down, sonehow, but it was already torn. It would be nany days before they could nake it
servi ceabl e agai n.

Still the wind rose, scream ng through the ancient rig- ging and smashi ng sheets of water over the
tired deck. Now the rain was marching over the ocean, a nebulous army, and the dark of the storm
was cl osi ng down upon them Men ran wildly and usel essly about as planking tore | oose fromthe
deck and upended into the liquid nelee. There was little they could do now except hold on and
pray.

Hasan, still bound, was hel pl ess-but he seemed to be in no nore trouble than the others. They all
were prisoners for the tine being.

Suddenly the stout captain worked his way to the space where Hasan | ay and the danpened Persi an
clung with his two boys and the eunuch. ,By Allah!“ the captain swore, ,this is all because of
that fair youth you are nmistreating. Let himgo, and the wath of God will abate.*

»Mnd your own business!“ Bahram screamed at him ,This youth is nine, and | will not tolerate any
interfer- ence. Go secure the ship; that’s the only way you can save us all.*

The captain made as if to rel ease Hasan hinself, but the eunuch, at a sign from Bahram

i nterposed. The captain w thdrew, grunbling.

For a nonent the sea calnmed. Then there was a scream of fear. Hasan | ooked out over the water
where a crewnan pointed and behel d a nonstrous and terrifying shape. It was an enornous funnel
tiny where it touched the water, but whirling up into a black cloud as big as the sky. Hi gh-

pi tched thunder came fromit, a sustained screamlike that of a savage sandstorm

A mrid'“ the captain exclained, namng the nost powerful of the tribes of jinn. ,Now we are |ost
i ndeed!*

Every person watched, fascinated, as that awful creature waltzed across the ocean, now | eani ng
toward the ship, now artfully retreating. In a nonent it would tire of its gane and descend upon
the ship and tear it apart and smash the fragnents, wood, cloth and bone, into the hun- gry wake

.Kill the magician!'“ the captain cried. ,He is responsi- ble for this. Appease that narid!*“
The crewren rushed upon Bahramin a body. The Persian drove them back tenporarily with threats and
denmoni c gestures, for they were all afraid of himstill, and the big eunuch got between them

again. Three nen bore himdown; a knife flashed, the ship rocked, and suddenly the slave was
crawl i ng across the deck, bleeding froma gut wound. Once nore the ship pitched, and he rolled
over the edge of the deck and di sappear ed.

The two young servants screaned and tried to escape. They too were caught and sacrificed. Only the
Persian hinmsel f remained, as the crewren gathered to bring down the last of the supernatural’s
grievances. As they delayed, in a larger swell of the sea that forced themall to cling
frantically to the tenuous woodwork, Bahram sonehow nmade his way to Hasan and cut his ties.

.1t was a mistake, nmy son,“ he shouted through the gale. ,I do not nean to sacrifice you. Cone, |
will dress you in fine rainment and take you back to your native land. W are friends!*

The marid lifted its tail into itself and whirled back into the clouds. It had spared the ship
The wi nd eased and the waves subsided. ,You see!* Bahrain harangued the crew nen. ,There is no
quarrel between me and Al l ah; none between ne and this fair lad. The marid was only passing by,
and you chose to interpret this as divine intent. You are attacking us for nothing!“ And he put
his arm around Hasan and ki ssed himon the cheek

The captain hesitated. ,Is this true, O man of Bassorah?"

Hasan was too confused by the stormand the abrupt change in his situation to answer inmediately.
,Of course it’s true!* shouted the Persian, instilling belief by the power of his voice. ,The
mari d has gone and All ah has made the water quiet. \What other evidence do you need?”

Still the captain hesitated, fingering his knife. He was not, in the clutch, a timd nan, and he
did not change his mnd easily. ,I want an answer of the boy, the one you have tied and beaten.*

Hasan gathered his wits. Certainly he could never trust the Persian again, and would be foolish to
throw away this chance to elimnate himpermanently. One word would do it-

He opened his nouth, but Bahram spoke first, directly and conpellingly. ,O ny son, in the nane of
Al'lah, forgive me for the evil | have done you and do not seek revenge. Let nme prove to you how
sure a friend | can be. | repent ny cruelty to you, and wi sh only to nake anends. "

Hasan had thought he hated this man, but there was sonething so touching and persuasive about the
magi ci an’ s present appeal that he knew he could not go through with it.

» YOoUu see,“ Bahram shouted imedi ately to the crew, ,he does not wish ny end. Forget the nmatter and
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go about your business!“ And the captain, an honest but uncertain man, in the face of Hasan's

sil ence, obeyed.

Thi ngs were consi derably nore pleasant after that. Hasan was provided with good clothing and
permtted to performhis ablutions in the prescribed nmanner. Several nenbers of the crew joined
him every day. Bahram said no nore about fire worship, though he did not honor Allah either
Everyone was friendly now and Hasan | earned nmany things about the structure and handling of a
shi p.

Several days were required to repair the sail and the other damaged sections of the ship. Hasan
was anxi ous to com nence the journey hone, but sonehow, in those idle days, he found hinself
agreeing to Bahrain's proposal that they proceed to the original destination.

,O my son, surely you don't believe that | ever in- tended you evil? | was only testing you in
order to be certain that you were indeed a devout servant of Allah and a fit match for ny |ovely
daughter. Only in the heat of the fire can the surest sword be tenpered. And you have vindi cated
yoursel f gloriously! How can you give up the marvel ous adventures that await you, now that you
have proven your right to then? Do you want themto |laugh in Bassorah and say ‘' Hasan journeyed
three nonths, but changed his mnd in sight of adventure’ ?“

»What adventure is this?* Hasan asked cautiously.

,O my son, we are bound for the Muuntain of C ouds, the nost nagnificent nountain in the world,
upon whose sunmit are the ingredients for the elixir that makes gold. You want to nake nore
elixir, don't you?"

. Yes, but-*

.1 knew you woul d agree. | knew you had the heart of an adventurer. Ch, it is a place of rare
enchant nent and beauty, the like of which few men are privileged to see. You will find it
fascinating, this nountain in Serendip.*

Hasan | ook up fromthe restless waves. ,Serendi p? You nean the island Sindbad visited?"

» Who?“

.S ndbad the Seaman. He’'s famous in Bassorah. He-*

Bahram sm | ed indulgently. ,Believe ne, Hasan, his name will never be known beyond your city. A
common seaman! “

Thus Hasan di scovered one day that he had agreed to go on, although he remmined | eery of the
Persian’s friendly words. The ship set sail once nore for the fabled | and

Hasan had read about, that nothing now could keep himfrom Serendip. Perhaps, on his return, he
woul d pay a call on the seaman.

More weeks passed. They |eft behind the nmarvel ous country of Hind, where nonstrous el ephants were
said to roamw | d, and bore south al ong a nountainous coast. Finally the | and curved again, and
they faced the rising sun; then at last the ship bore north. It was as though they had circled the
worl d and were ascending its far side. Then they cut east again, directly out to sea-and new | and
cane into view. Serendip at |ast!

The green surf broke against shallow islands under the water and sent white breakers foamnm ng onto
the beach. Familiar palmtrees came up to the shore here and there, but the rest of the scenery
was strange. The sands were not white, but col ored-pebbles of white and yell ow and sky-bl ue and
bl ack and every other hue, interm xed with un- usual rocks. And in the shallow waters were

remar kabl e fishes, no less colorful than the stones, and even stranger marine formations. Bahrain
had been right: this was a | and of adventure!

.0 my son,“ the Persian said, ,Mke ready, for this is the place we desire. W nust go ashore.”
Hasan was delighted at the news. He wanted nothing better than to run along that bright beach and
to explore the magi ¢ | andscape beyond. This was a far cry from Bassorah! He coul d see already that
the earth was not brown, but red, as though the blood of a god had colored it. He no | onger
regretted his decision to continue the voyage.

But he had uneasy second thoughts when he observed Bahram maki ng arrangenents with the captain,
who was to remain behind with the ship and safeguard the goods aboard. He had thought, sonehow,
that the entire party was conming along, and did not relish the solitary conpany of the magician
Yet of course the ship could not be deserted . . . and the | and excursion should not take |ong.
He nade up a pack of supplies, and was ready, physically and enotionally, when the tine canme to
junp into the shall ow waves and wade ashore. The adventure had begun! Chapter 3. Mountain of C ouds

They left the beach and marched inland, east, until the ship and the sea itself were out of sight.
After a few niles Bahrain called a halt, set down his pack, and took out a kind of kettledrum
fashi oned of copper and a silken strap. Hasan marvel ed at the man’'s possession of such a usel ess
object, here in the wilderness, but said nothing. The Persian was full of surprises.
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Bahram set up his drum and began beating it regularly with the strap, so that it nmade a rhythnca
musi c. Hasan stared. Had the man cone this far merely to hear hinself play? Allah did not approve
of music-but this was ridicu- lous! O was the man contenpl ati ng sonme kind of sinister spell, of
which this was but the prelude? Hasan once nore regretted his actions; he should never have cone
ashore, away fromthe friendly captain and crew. He was without protection now.

» Somet hi ng bot hering you, ny son?* Bahram i nqui red.

wl="

The beat was never faltered. ,By the truth of the Fire and the Light," Bahram said, ,you have
nothing to fear fromne. If | hadn’'t needed you to acconplish this exploit, | would never have
brought you ashore. | tell you that the adventure we have had is as nothing conpared to what |ies
ahead. But if you would rather give up and return. “

»No sir,“ Hasan said quickly, irked at his owmn timdity. He was free, wasn't he? If the Persian

i ntended foul dealings, Hasan could always outrun him couldn't he?

The nonot onous beat continued for half an hour. A cloud of dust appeared across the plain. Was it
an attack?

.,Don't alarmso easily, boy.*
waiting for.*

Hasan, only noderately reassured, watched as the dust swelled and advanced, coning directly toward
them After a while he was able to make out the shapes of three dronedaries, sleek and riderless,
and he laughed to think of his fears about the jinn.

The animals cane right up to the magician, who put away the drum and caught hold of the |eading
one. ,Hang our supplies on this beast,” he grunted. ,W’'Il ride the other two."

This was unexpected. Hasan had assuned that their destination was within wal king di stance of the
shi p. The use of these canels neant a nmuch longer trip. But he |lacked the courage to protest now,
he mounted, and soon they were riding in style across the countryside.

As they nmoved inland the pal ns becane scattered and in tinme disappeared entirely. The plain dried
out, although it was hardly hot by the standards of Arabia. The canels picked up speed as the
ground increased in firmess; but as the hours passed Hasan grew bored. Hi s attention ex- panded
to enbrace the | andscape, and he began to realize what exotic marvels he had hitherto shut out in
his concern for his own affairs.

There were clunps of trees, like little islands or oases, scattered throughout the plain, and
occasi onal boul ders hundreds of feet high, and many strange plants and bushes between them Hasan
had never seen such masses of sheer stone, for there was nothing of the kind in all Bassorah or
the | ands about it. Meandering ditches contained stagnant water, which in turn contained fat and

| azy crocodiles three tines the length of a man, which at | east he could recognize. A nunber of
rats scuttled out of the way, and once he saw a python, longer than a crocodile, which quickly

di sappeared in the brush. Undoubtedly much nore aninal |ife existed, but it kept out of sight.
They were still on the plain as the sun sank. Hasan was afraid to inquire how rmuch farther they
were to journey, for he might not |ike the answer. Bahrain rode stolidly ahead, making no
conversation; he mght have been asleep, from his appearance, but when Hasan guided his nmount to
one side the magician quickly turned his head to cover him

They hal ted beside a great mangrove tree growi ng near a nuddy river. Branches spread out in every
direction, and new shoots, or perhaps new trees, sprouted fromthe main body to make a wonderl and
forest by itself. They ate fromthe supplies the third canel carried and spread out bl ankets

am dst the tangled jungle of roots for the night. Hasan perforned his evening prayers, facing
toward the setting sun, while Bahram gazed on cont enpt uously.

Hasan | ay on his back and stared at the sky. The |l and was dark, but the sky was deep blue, nerging
into quiet flame shot with brilliant streaners of gold. A |lone hawk seened to hang notionless far
above, and the piping of the frogs grew | oud. The sky flushed slowy red, clouds be- cane dark
and finally the day was gone.

The scene and sounds were not unlike those of the | and around Bassorah. He found t hem nove
because he had never before slept in the wilderness, so close to it all

Hasan did not drift quietly to sleep. He rolled about in his blanket, as swarns of nbsquitoes
attacked, and slapped at the pricks of biting crawmers. He still did not entirely trust Bahram
and peered through the darkness to see whether the w apped shape of the magician had noved. Hard
roots appeared under his body where none had seenmed to be when he lay down, and he fidgeted
constantly in a fruitless effort to find a really confortabl e bed.

The raucous screeching of birds woke himat daybreak. A flock of peafowl were scratchi ng nearby-
beautiful birds with el aborately colorful tails, but the ugliest voices img- inable. (Hasan did
not know the nanme of the creatures of Serendip at this point, but |later he was to becone so
thoroughly familiar with themthat it seened he had never been in ignorance.) A closer notion

Bahram sai d, amused. ,Re- joice-for that cloud is what we have been
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caught his eye, and he froze in terror as he recognized a deadly cobra sliding between himand the
Persian. But the snake paid himno particular attention; it was neither bold nor tinid, and after
a while Hasan saw that it did not possess a hood. It was nerely a snake resenbling the cobra, and
was probably as harm ess as such creatures cared to get. It disappeared into an especially thick
tangl e of roots, somewhat to his relief. In a nonent he heard the dying screech of a snall rat,
and understood the business of the snake.

Hasan stretched-and di scovered sonething hanging fromhis arm It was a | eech-a | egless thing an
inch long, fastened to his flesh by means of a | arge sucker. He yanked it off instinctively-and
the creature, already partly gorged on his blood, left its teeth in his body. The bite itself had
been painl ess, but now there was an angry, smarting wound. He was nauseat ed.

After the norning ablution-Hasan disliked using the sliny water of the river, but there was
not hi ng el se-they ate and renounted the canels. Another |ong day' s journey conmenced.

This continued for several days. The forests gradually becane thicker and richer and animal life
i ncreased. Hasan actually saw el ephants browsing in the distance, and nearer at hand were hares
and pig-like creatures. There were many insects, both flying and crawling; they had to detour at
one point around a marching columm of warrior ants, conplete with sentinels and scouts, and Hasan
was stung horrendously by a hornet once. The pain and swelling were terrible; he was sure that
anyone who bl undered into a colony of such insects would be lucky to escape with his life.

By day they had to struggle through the thickening growhs and entangling vines of the forest,
scratched and sweltering. Thorn bushes ran their cables fromthe branches of |arger trees and
stretched across the animal trails; sev- eral tines it was necessary to backtrack, yielding to the
i npregnabl e branches.

In the evenings swarns of flying insects appeared, fol- |owed by crows and rarer birds, and bats
of all sizes filled the air. At night the crawling insects took over, horrible in the flickering
firelight. Some were actually harmess, like the six-inch mllipede Bahram pi cked up carel essly
and tossed away; but others were deadly, |ike the foot-1ong dark-purple scorpion that,

figuratively, picked up the Persian and tossed himaway. Hasan | earned very quickly which
creatures to fear, and when to choke back |aughter, by observing Bahram s reactions.

Mor ni ng agai n, and Hasan was anazed at the profusion of spider webs sparkling in the dew. They
covered every tree and bush and were strung fromrock to rock and across the pathways.

This was a strange ki ngdom but its appeal gained on Hasan as he adapted to its rigueurs. Never
had he seen such proliferation of plant-life, so many unusual animals. Hordes of chattering
monkeys swung through the trees and paced the travelers for hours at a tine. Hasan threw a stone
at one, and after that was constantly pelted with fruit. The nonkeys swung cl oser and cl oser,
daring himto nmake another hostile nove, but he had | earned his | esson

Seven days passed, and in all that time the one aninal he di scovered conspi cuously m ssing was the
camel. Could the three trained beasts they rode be the only ones of their type on the island? Wre
they, the nost ordinary living things he had encountered here, apart fromthe palnms and
nmosqui t oes, actually of nmgical derivation? If the com nonplace were magi cal and the
extraordinary natural, what mght he anticipate at the end of this journey?

During the seventh day they encountered the nountains. Progress slowed, as the animals toiled up
gradual but wearying slopes, or were |ed through rough terrain. The vegetation becane jungl e-
thick, and many nore birds, aninals and insects appeared. The | eeches, here in the hills, were
twice the size of the few he had net on the plain, and infested the foliage; he was gl ad he was
able to ride nost of the time. The mountains were beautiful, and frequently they were refreshed
with rain.

As they passed through a | ong gorge, Hasan | ooked up to spy the first evidence of man in this
strange | and: high on the tallest mountain in the east was a beautiful green dome, and beside it
an enerald structure flashing in the sun. ,0 Uncle,“ he exclained, ,what is that on the nountain?“
»A pal ace,“ Bahram sai d, but he did not sound pl eased.

~Are we going to spend the night there? Is that our destination?‘ Hasan |onged for the conforts of
civilization.

Bahram grew angry, for no reason Hasan could fathom ,Don’t be foolish, boy. Don’t even nention
that foul place to me, understand? It is the abode of jinn, ghouls and devils. An eneny of mne
lurks there.*

- An eneny? What did he do to you?*

.1 said | didn't want to talk about it!“ Bahram shouted, red with rage. And talk he did not; they
rode for the rest of the day in silence.

Hasan was sorry to | eave the pal ace behind. Even fromthis distance it was the nost beautiful
structure he had ever seen, scintillating like a jewel set in the nountain, and its aura of
enchant nent fascinated him Could ghouls and devils really create such |oveliness? Once this
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m ssion had been acconplished, he intended to visit that pal ace, regardl ess.

They fared on through hills, forests and fields of increasing splendor. The weat her changed
abruptly; massive clouds | oonmed above, sprewing lightning and thunder and bringi ng a del uge upon
their heads. This was a new and frighteni ng phenonenon to Hasan. Rains were rare in Arabia, and
nore seened to fall here in a single hour than in a year at honme. Though it did not last long, its
wast ef ul force was shocki ng. Hasan and Bahram could not talk at all, even by shouting, in the
torrential wash of liquid. Flash floods filled the gullies and valleys; trees were underni ned by
the seething currents, and some were uprooted.

Suddenly the heavens brightened and the sun came out as though it had never departed, warm and
friendly, and the steaming jungle snmled as though it had enjoyed its purge.

The nopsquitoes thinned and vani shed as el evation increased, but the | eeches were worse. Aninals
wer e everywher e-deer, nonkeys, bear, anteaters, and even prickly porcupines inhabited the massed
trees. By day and night, Hasan could hear the sounds of the struggle in the wlderness, as the
ceasel ess conpetition for existence drew startlingly near. Beautiful mats of flowers covered the
fields, oblivious to that struggle, and orchids bl ooned wherever the sun pierced the forest
foliage.

The trail curved until they faced directly west, and finally north again. Hasan knew they were
near the end of the long trek. He becane uneasy.

Bahrain pulled up at the crest of a low hill. ,O Hasan, what do you see now?‘

Hasan stared ahead. ,I see a nonstrous wall of cloud fromeast to west.*

~That is neither cloud nor mst,“ Bahramsaid, ,but one vast mountain that splits the clouds and
reaches above them There will be sunshine on the top while there is a raging storm bel ow. And
that is what we canme for."

»A nount ai n?* Now he renmenbered the Muntain of C ouds.

~A mountain. What | require is on its sunmt, and | cannot conplete ny task w thout your help.*“
Hasan’s alarmflared up. In just what manner did the nmagician intend to use hin? ,By the right of
what you worship, tell nme what you have in mind!“ H's eye was on the surrounding jungle. He would
not risk that |eech-infested wilderness on foot unless he had to; but if the Persian-
Bahram | ooked at himas though reading his thought. ,M/ son,“ he said with deceptive gentl eness,
»you know that it is through the practice of alcheny that | amable to transform copper into gold.
The manufacture of the essen- tial powder requires many exotic ingredients; but the rarest of them
all is derived froma herb that is found only at the top of that nountain, and nowhere else in all
the world. | propose to send you up there to fetch it for ne; and when we have it, I will show you
the secret of this craft which you are so interested in |earning. Surely you understand this?"

»0O of course, Uncle,“ Hasan agreed, not certain what it was he was supposed to understand, but
conmpel |l ed by the hypnotic eye and tone of the older man. He was afraid; he despaired of ever
returni ng home to Bassorah, yet he could not discover any pretext to beg off this project now.
Everyt hi ng was so reasonabl e when the magi ci an spoke.

They noved nearer to the foot of the mountain, which was farther away than Hasan had supposed, and
|l arger. He could hear the boom ng of a swollen river cascading a few hundred or a few thousand
feet to the side, and rolling thunder echoed fromcliff to cliff. Sheer sheets of rock, inpossible
to clinb, fronted the nmountain. Hasan | ooked at these and becane faint. He was not an athlete, and
woul d surely die if he were to attenpt so precipitous an ascent.

Bahram observed his fright and cane over to reassure him ,0O ny son, | can understand your concern
about this matter, but | assure you that everything will work out exactly as | planned.” He kissed
the young man’s cheek. ,Bear nme no ill will for the manner in which we began this voyage, for |
will make up for that by guarding you carefully on your trip up the nountain. You will not have to
risk your life in an inpossible clinb; | have a special nmethod to get you safely to the top. Once
you are there, follow ny instructions and do not play nme false, and you and | shall share
appropriately in the profit.”

.10 hear is to obey,” said Hasan, hardly reassured.

Bahr am opened a bag and renoved a small handmi || and some wheat. He ground the grain and kneaded
three round cakes fromthe flour; then he nade a fire and baked the hard bread. He sprinkled the
cakes with sonme strong-snelling herbs, so that their odor was not at all appetizing. Hasan wat ched
with worried curiosity. Wio was supposed to eat this ness?

The canels had drifted off. The Persian sunmoned themw th his drum and took hold of the one Hasan
had ridden. He drew his knife and slit the animal’s throat.

Hasan had seen ani nal s sl aughtered before, of course, but this was unexpected. Hi s canel had been
in good health, they were not in need of the nmeat, and Bahrain had not pointed its head toward
Mekkeh while it bled to death, in the manner prescribed for anything killed for food.

He wat ched, disgruntled, as the magician followed up the pointless slaughter by slicing open the
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animal’s stom ach and di senmboweling it. He severed the head, legs, and tail and scraped the
inside clean until hardly nore than an enpty shell renained.

~Now attend,”“ he said to Hasan, wi ping the blood off his hands. ,1 want you to |ie down inside
this skin, and I will sewit up again so it looks like an entire carcass. Then I'l| withdraw a
certain distance, |eaving you here, and after a while the roc will cone and carry you to the top
of the nountain, thinking this to be its neal. Take this knife with you, and when you feel the
bird land, slit open the skin and conme out. The bird will take fright, for it is very shy in spite
of its size, and will fly away. Then walk to the edge of the cliff and call to ne, and | will give
you further instructions.”

Hasan had m sgivings and a thousand questions about this procedure. There seened to be nany

i mportant things unexpl ained. For instance-

»You want to nmake the elixir, don't you, boy?“

. Yes, but-*

»You don't want to clinb that cliff yourself, do you, boy?"

. No, but-*“

.Youre not afraid of alittle blood, are you?"

,OF course not!“ But he was sick as he | ooked at the gutted canel.

»Can you suggest any better way to get there?”

Hasan was silent. The air-route alarned himfor many reasons, but the towering nountain-face was
wor se. How had he gotten hinself committed to this? Wiy was the nagician able to nmanage hi m so
easily?

Bahrain’s piercing eye was upon him He tried once nore to protest, but his nmnd was a whirl of
voi cel ess doubt. He gritted his teeth and clinbed into the canel.

The carcass was still warm the blood still sticky. Hasan controlled his rebellious stonmach with
difficulty. Bahram handed hima | eathern bottle full of water-“You |l be up there a few hours,
gathering the herb“-and placed the three redol ent cakes beside him as though appetizers for the
mai n portion which was hinmself, the entree for a feast of ghouls. ,These are to attract the roc,
and draw it to you froma distance.”

Then he brought forth an enornous needle, threaded it with a strong gut |line, and sewed Hasan up
Hasan heard the man’s feet retreating and knew he was on his own at last. He clutched the knife,
thankful that at |east he had the ability to cut hinmself free if he lost his nerve. The stench of
the cakes mixed with that of the seeping blood and his own profuse sweat and stale breath to form
a pal pable mist. Every breath festooned his lungs with new nausea.

He couldn’t stand it any longer! He ained the blade, flexed his wist . . . and rel axed agai n,
unable to proclaimthe cowardice he felt. H's heart beat loudly in his ears; he counted the beats,
seeking distraction. He grew faint fromthe suffocating m asma-then realized with hysteric anuse-
ment at his stupidity that all he had to do was put his lips to the sewn portion of the hide and
suck fresh air in through the holes.

He did this, heedless of the cracking blood that peeled off to snear his |lips, and found bl essed
relief. But this only freed his awareness for other problens. The tenpera- ture, instead of
declining, rose steadily as the sun beat down outside and his own body added heat to the cranped
cavity. He slipped and slid in the jelly fornmed by his sweat and the juices of the canmel neat, and
a kind of deliriumclouded his senses. What if there were | eeches outside, big ones, and a nonster
| eech cane, four, five inches long, and fastened itself upon his exposed lips? Or a great blue
scor pi on.

How many hours had passed? It had been nidday when he entered this prison. It would be cool when
night cane, and it certainly hadn’t cooled yet. Probably he had lain here I ess than an hour-but
what an hour! How much nore would he have to endure? Wuld the roc ever come? Did he really want
it to? What if it picked himup, changed its m nd and dropped hin®

As though this cheering thought were the signal, a power- ful beating of the air began, sending a
cooling draft past his face. It was too late to change his mind. The big bird was coni ng!

He tried to peer out through the sutures, but he could see nothing but the bl oody ground. The
carcass rocked with a final blast of wind. There was a thud! as of some- thing heavy | anding, and
surprisingly innocent clucking. A bird, even a big one, was still a bird.

The ground vibrated as the thing hopped toward him There was a sudden, severe jar. It was pecking
at the neat, testing it for edibility. Suppose it tried to feed right here? What if its sharp bill
accidentally cut through the cord, so that the stitches unraveled and | et the carcass fall open in
m d-air? Wiy had he ever allowed hinself to be subjected to this?

The carcass shook and the upper wall depressed against himheavily. The bird was on top of it,
crushing him A giant thorn, a hooked spear poked through the wall inches fromhis face. It was a
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talon of horrifying size. Six inches long, an inch thick at the base . . . and what he saw was
only the tip of it, since the rest was outside a fair thickness of gristle. This bird was timd?
The nonstrous beat of w nd began again, a hurricane of air snmashing the ground. Dust swirled into
his breathing-hole. The roc was taking off! The carcass jolted and tilted crazily, sliding him
hel pl essly back and forth as it bunped over the ground. Then it was airborne, riding snoothly in
the grip of the mighty claws.

Hasan contenplated the one visible nail. Was it really strong enough to bear his weight? Suddenly
it seemed thin and slight.

Up and up: he felt the circling ascent. If only the position allowed himto see! But that would
probably terrify him he was better off as it was, nmerely deathly afraid. If the bird didn't grow
forgetful and carelessly |et go-!

The flight seened interninable, yet Hasan had hardly becone accustoned to it before it was over
There was a tooth-rattling bunp! as the claw retracted and released its |oad. The carcass rolled
over and over, bringing himvi- sions of an uncontrolled drop over the precipice, before com ng
safely to rest. He grasped his knife and sliced the binding i mediately. The roc m ght not be
timd-but he could hardly afford to let it feed while he remained inside the norsel

There was another blast of air and a ponderous wi ng-thunder as he struggled to energe. A shadow
passed over him Was it attacking?

No. The bird was taking flight. It certainly was shy! By the tinme he had freed hinself and was
able to | ook around, it was gone.

He had seen no nore of it than a single claw

The air on the nmountai ntop was bright and heavenly cool. Hasan was caked w th noxious grine, but
he forgot this in a nonment as he took deep breaths and | ooked around.

The sunmit was | evel and grassy, with a fewtrees down a little on the northern slope. To the
south, the direction fromwhich he had cone, the cliffs dropped off alarm ingly; he could see the
sky come down to the nountain’s edge and go bel ow. The vi ew was astoni shing, particularly to one
who had spent his life in | owl ands: a vast panoranma of forested nountains, extending nost of the
way around him dimnishing into plains with irregular patches of grass- land and jungle, and
finally the sea, a bright blue band on the horizon

He had thought the day was cloudy (though the heat of the sun upon the carcass could not have been
his inagina- tion), but up here it plainly was not. The cl ouds exi sted beauteously, but were only
fluffs decorating the |arger view.

~.dory be to Allah, the Merciful, the Mghty!* he excl ai ned, absorbed in a magnificence that was
fit for nothing | ess than worship

Bel atedly he renenbered his purpose here. He wal ked to the edge, |ooked down upon the forest-
carpeted folds and tucks of the earth far, far below his feet and reel ed back, horrified at the

i mrense height. Now i ndeed he was thankful he hadn’t w tnessed this journey to the peak

He got down on hands and knees and advanced again, finally spreading hinmself out flat and crawing
the last few feet. He poked his head over, clutching at the dirt with tense fingers, and | ooked
down dizzily.

If he had not stood in awe of the power of Allah before, this spectacle would have nade hima
convert.

.Bahram“ he called, afraid that he might by the effort of shouting blow hinself off the cliff, so
tenuous did his contact with the ground seem ,Baah-raam*

A few seconds |later there was an answering call, and he located the Persian, a tiny figure dancing
about and wav- ing his turban excitedly in the air.

» What now?“ Hasan yell ed.

»Move over to your left a hundred paces and tell nme what you see,“ Bahram call ed back, pointing

i nef fectual ly.

Hasan backed off until he felt safe enough to stand, counted off his paces, and | ooked around. He
saw grass, bushes, flowers, and a nunber of disinteresting sticks of weathered wood. There was

al so a rounded white object the size of a bowl. He picked it up, turned it over . . . and found
hinsel f | ooking into the square eye-sockets of a human skul |

He dropped it imediately, then chided hinself for his foolishness. The nan had | ong been dead,;
the skull was bl eached and clean. It was sad that he had not been properly buried, but perhaps he
had been an infidel. He | ooked nore carefully and saw ot her bones of the body spread about.

Did the rocs prey on nmen after all? They might, if the nan were already dead. In any event, the
ants and other insects would pick the skeleton clean soon enough. Since he saw no sign of broken
or crushed bones, that had probably been the case here.

But why had the nman-he assuned it was a nman, since it would hardly be polite to | ook upon the
naked bones of a worman-why had this man died up here in the first place?
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Somet hi ng unconfortable was gnawing at his mnd. A nan had cone here, perhaps by the same route he
had enpl oyed hi msel f. That nman had di ed. What could have killed hin? Hasan had seen nothing deadly
here, and he was arned with the knife. Wat had he m ssed?

He put the unpleasant train of thought fromhis mnd. It had been an accident, assuredly. He
crawl ed back to the edge of the nountain and put his head over. ,All | see are bones and sticks of
wood, “ he called to the Persian

»cood,“ Bahramreplied. ,That is the herb we seek. The wood. Gather it into six bundles, tie them
with the thong | used to bind you into the canel, and throw them down to ne.*“

SWuldn't it be easier to bring the wood with me when | conme down nysel f ?¢

Bahram grew angry. ,Do as | say, boy, and don't ask foolish questions!*”

Hasan’ s doubt continued, but he shook it off and lost hinself in action. As he picked up the

pi eces of wood he encountered several nore skel etons; sonme conparatively new, like the first, and
sone so old they were rotting away. Hi s sense of foreboding grew One dead man ni ght represent an
accident ... but six, eight? How had they come here, and what nacabre fate had stal ked themall?

He pulled the cord loose and cut it into suitable Iengths to bind the bundles of wood. It was
strange-the wood | ooked ordi nary, and he could not fathomwhy it should be inportant. But he did
not question the nmagician's profes- sional conmpetence: he had seen his own copper trans- fornmed
into gold. Perhaps the art lay in recognizing the magi c properties of materials that appeared
nondescript to the |ayman.

He brought the bundles to the edge. ,Wiere do you want then?* he called. He noticed that the sun
was low in the sky; he had, as foretold, been up here several hours.

~Fling themout toward ne as far as you can,“ Bahram called back. He was not standing at the very
base of the nmountain, and in any event, several of the rock faces were slanted, so that the wood
was |ikely to be snagged unl ess heaved far out.

Hasan stepped back, stood up, and swung the first bundle over the edge. He i mediately fell prone
and crawl ed to the edge to observe its progress. It had been a good throwthe wood sailed far out,
then dropped grace- fully down. It still crashed into the |ower faces, but slid across them

harm essly and cane to rest in the forest at the base. The nmgician woul d have to bestir hinself
to fetch the wood, but at least it was accessible.

. That's good,“ Bahram agreed. ,Try to place the oth- ers near it.“ Hasan obliged, and was pl eased
to see three of the remaining bundles land practically on top of the first and another fall near
it. The last went wi de when his foot slipped, and crashed far to the side.

Dusk was falling-or rather, he saw now fromthe clarity of his elevation, rising; for the gullies
and val |l eys were already dark, while the nountains and sky were light. ,How do | get down?“ he
called, not wishing to be trapped the night with the skel etons.

Laughter cane up fromthe shadows. ,Down? Isn't it obvious?"

»VWuld | have to ask, if it were?* Hasan replied irritably.

»COh, | have known sone handsone | ads, but none quite so foolish as you!“ Bahram said. ,Wy, you
junp down, boy!*“

»But 1 would be dashed to pieces against the rocks!*

»Abide on the nountain, then, if you do not trust your god to bear you up. You're in good
conpany!“ And he | aughed again, harshly, and spoke no nore.

Hasan finally understood the reason for the skel etons. Bahram had boasted that he had slain a

t housand yout hs- counting Hasan hinself-and while that figure was proba- bly exaggerated, he had
certainly been responsible for a goodly nunber. One |ad had been delivered here each year or so,
just as he had been, and all had been rewarded in the same nanner. Rather than perish in quick
suicide, all these on the nountain had chosen to starve. Probably there were nore bones, broken
ones, at the foot of the noun- tain, representing those who had chosen the other nethod.

Why hadn’t he questioned the Persian before undertak- ing the flight with the roc? Surely he
shoul d have secured his escape before stranding hinself. ,There is no nmajesty and there is no

m ght, except in Allah!“ he said fervently, and knew hinself to be the fool Bahram had cl ai nred. He
had had anpl e evidence of the magician’s nature, yet had listened to the artful words and shut his
mnd to the inplications. He had refused to believe that a man could be inherently evil, even a
Persian. He was, as had al so been pointed out, in good conpany.

Dar kness cane upon the Mountain of Clouds in magnif- icent array, and the day was over. Hasan sat
am d bones and sobbed, certain that his day was over, too.

He was hungry in the nmorning. He felt better, though he knew his situation to be as desperate as
before. He found hinself in a bed of grass that he did not at first remenber fashioning, and

m racul ously free of |eeches.

He went to the stinking canel-hide and took out the bottle of water and the cakes. He no | onger
noticed the snell of them and gul ped them down rapidly.
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Sunrise was magnificent. As he watched, a giant cone of darkness lay over the world to the west,

t he shadow of the mountain. As the sun rose this cone shortened, clock- ing the dawn like the
sundi al of Allah. The | andscape in every direction was preternatually clear, and Hasan felt gl ad
to be alive, even for alittle while.

He used sonme of his precious water to wash hinself, so that he m ght be clean for his norning
prayer. Allah’s will would be acconplished, whatever a |one Believer m ght do-but a True Believer
was nore likely to have a beneficent fate napped out than was a person of tinmorous faith. The
monent Hasan negl ected his homage to Allah, he would be confessing the insincerity of his worship
and therefore would know hinsel f to deserve not hing.

He rose after the prayer and | ooked at the view again. Suddenly a glint caught his eye. It was to
the northwest, a bright green flash in the darker green of the jungle and brush. The pal ace! The
one Bahram hated, because it was the residence of enemes, of jinn and ghoul s.

Surely, if the residents were antagonistic to the Persian, they were friends of Hasan! Even
ghoul s!

But he did not really believe that ghouls were there, for they were ugly creatures who had no
appreci ation of beauty. Their place was the crypt, not the palace. Surely persons of nobility
dwelt therein. If only he could reach it.

He wal ked north, toward the trees he had seen before. If that slope were forested, he should be
able to navigate it.

H s hopes were short-lived. There was forest, but too much of it. It was a tropical jungle far
denser than any they had encountered below. The trees were very large and were covered with the
sword-sharp thorn vines that he knew from experience he could cut through only very tediously.
There was a dense undergrowth of fern and banboo, also intertwined with the horrible thorny vines.
He nmi ght hack his way through that jungle with his little knife at the rate of a thousand paces a
day. It might take ten days to reach the foot of the nmountain.

Hasan had no food and very little water. There were probably fruits in the forest, but he did not
know whi ch ones were edi bl e and whi ch were poi sonous. Bahram had gathered the berries of a certain
plant, informng himthat the seeds contained the nost deadly poi son known to man.

The magi ci an had al so spoken of vines that produced the nefarious bhang, the intoxicant that Hasan
himsel f had fallen victimto at the beginning of this venture. How could he risk eating such

t hi ngs now?

There was aninmal life; he could hear it nmoving deep within the mass of foliage. The animals shoul d
be safe to eat-except that they were nost likely to eat himfirst. He would have scant power to
defend hinsel f am dst the stinging branbles.

And what, finally, when he slept? Even at the edge he coul d see the nonstrous | eeches, sone three
i nches long. They would suck himdry before the night was over

No, there was no escape this way. Had there been a navigable trail, Bahram woul d never have gone
to the trouble to fetch innocent boys fromfaraway Arabian cit- ies. The one-way route of the roc
was the only approach

Hasan returned disconsolately to the cliffs and | ooked out again. If only there was sone way down!
Sonme-

There was the briefest glint froma projecting section of the cliff. Was it a nere jewel in the
rock-or sonething nmore significant? He ran to that section, threw hinself flat, and put his head
over.

It was netal! There was a chain fastened to a spi ke enbedded in the rock at the top, with little
stirrups every three feet. Soneone-Allah only knew how | ong ago, or for what purpose-nust have
made regular trips to this sumit, using the chain. Probably the first journey had been nade
through the jungle, l|aboriously forced; or per- haps the roc had sonehow been harnessed. After
that, the shorter, nore dramatic route up the face of the cliff was open

But why hadn’t any of the other youths Bahram snared taken this descent? Hasan had the answer

i medi ately: only through a lucky chance, a single glance in this direction when the sun happened
to be in position to reflect a glint off the chain-only this way had he located it at all or even
suspected its existence. |If soneone had told himit was there, it still would have taken hi m many
hours to find it, checking every dangerous foot of the cliff, for the lay of the rock hid it from
Vi ew.

He coul d synpathize with the |ads before himwho had instinctively shied away fromthe terrifying
brink. Those youths had been like him beautiful, probably pampered, naive. They were hardly fit
to cope with this savage dilema. The |logic of Bahrain’s sel ection was beconming nore plain. A nore
rustic youth, or one native to nmoun- tain country night have solved the problemreadily.

Hasan had not been wi ser or braver. He had been lucky. O-Allah had woven a different skein for
his life.
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He wasted no nore tinme. He drank the last of his water so that he would not have to carry it,
performed an auto- matic prayer of thanks, and took hold of the chain. If it were no | onger strong
enough to sustain his weight, he was doonmed anyway, so it was pointless to worry about that.
.Praise be to Allah!* he shouted again, and put his foot into the first stirrup

The chain held. Hasan clinbed down as rapidly as he dared, stopping to rest when his arns grew
fatigued. He reached the foot of the chain, which was only a fraction of the total distance down,
and found a narrow | edge. Grasp- ing the dangling chain with one hand, he explored the |edge, and
came upon anot her spi ke and chain | eadi ng down.

He descended to a second | edge and then a third. He was hardly aware of tinme, but the sun changed
position considerably as he nmaneuvered down interninable stages. Near the bottom of the nountain
he | anded on a | edge, | ooked for the following chain with bleary eyes and rock-chafed hands, and
found only the broken spi ke that had anchored it. There was no final connection

It was early afternoon. Suddenly the sky grew dark. A stormwas com ng up! Hasan searched for
shelter, but there was none on this narrow | edge between vertical cliffs. He was far too tired to
clinb back up to a nore secure | evel before the stormstruck. He could not junp; though he was
near the end, the remmining distance was suddenly appalling.

He sat down and huddl ed as tightly as he could against the wall, hoping that the rain would not

di sl odge him After the tenpest, perhaps he could sever a |ength of chain from above and hitch it
to the I ower spike. Wuld his knife prove strong enough to pry it |oose? Meanwhile, he had to keep
his position.

The rain dropped upon him It blasted against the stone, and the how ing w nds sl apped sheets of
it about to hiss off the wall and sting his exposed face and hands unnerci- fully. H's propped
feet began to slide against an abruptly slippery surface; desperately he funbled for a toehold, a
fingerhold, anything to anchor himjust a little nore securely. After several ninutes of this, in
a nmonentary pause of the torrent, he realized that he should have clung to the chain itself. He
junped to reach it.

The wind, like a pouncing jinni, caught himthe nonent there was space between his body and the
mountain. Too quickly for fear, he was teetering on the edge; then he was falling.

~Al'lah!* he cried, and tried to recite the funeral prayer, to renenber the Koran: but these were
hopel ess tasks in such straits. He struck-

Water. Spluttering, he struggled upward. He had not been trained as a swinmmer, but he did know the
rudi ments. He coughed and choked, but survived. The rain was pouring down again, but, as rmuch by
feel and fortune as by sight, he grabbed hold of strong vines and craw ed ashore.

When the storm had abated he | ooked about and under- stood the miracle that had saved him He had
fallen into a flash flood fornmed by the water running off the nountain; already the channel was
clearing, leaving a rank enpty ditch

Hasan prostrated hinsel f and gave due thanks to Allah; then he wended his way around the nountain
towards the pal ace of the ghouls.

Chapter 4. Rose

Two young wonen, unveiled and fair as noons, sat in the vestibule of the palace, letting the
refreshing breeze ruffle their jewel ed tresses while they matched wits over a ganme of chess. Their
dress, though elegant, was informal, since they were alone. Wile they played they chattered
nmerrily about inconsequentials.

The younger girl, though | ess devel oped than her com panion, mght easily have been the
inspiration for the Persian’s description of his daughter. She heard sonething and | ooked up
alertly.

Hasan stood at the entrance, weary, bloody and bedrag- gled. He lurched forward and staggered into
the vestibule, reaching for a colunm to | ean agai nst.

Hi s eyes net those of the girl. ,Alah!* she exclaimed, astonished but hardly frightened.

The ol der girl imrediately fastened her veil, but the pretty junior was nore inpulsive. ,By Allah,
here is a son of Adam“ she sang out joyfully.

Hasan stared at her, too tired to do nore than admire her beauty. He had been braced for the

foul est of denons and had reconcil ed hinself to begging aid fromthe nost |oath- some of enchanted
creatures; but these creatures were lovely and this enchantnent delightful. Enbarrassed, he tried
to put away his drawn knife, to brush back the nud-matted hair over his forehead.

~Wiy, this nust be the fair youth that Bahramthe Mgician brought here this year!“ the young girl
sai d, appraising the ragged shape and battered countenance be- fore her with no awareness of

i ncongruity.

Hasan’s strength evaporated in the face of this welconme. He threw hinself to the floor in
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supplication. ,Ony |ladies, yes, by Allah, | amthat unhappy fool. | amfaint and in pain, and
beg your compassion, for | cannot drag nyself any farther."
»,Ovyes!” the girl cried, junping up. ,W wll help you.*

. Rose! Your veil!“ the other rem nded her, shocked. ,Don’t disgrace yourself."

.Dam the veil! This poor nman needs our help,“ Rose replied hotly. ,He's already seen ny face."
But she paused, aware that nice girls never showed their features indiscrimnately. She began to
rai se her veil, then bright- ened with a fresh idea.

She ski pped over to Hasan and put her slender arm around his soggy shoul ders. ,Bear witness, O ny
sister, that | hereby adopt this nan as ny brother, by the cove- nant of Allah, and | will die if
he dies and live as he lives, and his joy shall be ny joy and his grief ny grief, so long as

shall livel*

The ol der sister |ooked askance at this sheer inpetuousity, but shrugged her shoulders in

resi gnati on. The deed was done, after all

~Now | don't have to cover ny face fromhim do |I?“ Rose denanded.

.No, sister.”

»And neither do you, because you're ny sister and he’s ny brother and that nakes hi myour brother
too. Take off your veil."

The other girl sighed and renpved her veil. Rose still wasn't satisfied. ,Well, come on, sister-
aren’t you going to enbrace your |ong-lost brother? Aren’t you glad to see hin®"

.He's not ny long-lost-*

»But you haven’'t seen himin at |east a year, have you now?“

. Please,“ Hasan said stupidly, still kneeling on the floor. ,I really didn't nean to-*

.Be quiet, brother,“ Rose said severely.

Rel uctantly, and with extrene distress, the shapely ol der sister knelt and put her arns around
Hasan

~And kiss him too,“ Rose directed.

She kissed himlightly on the cheek, while Hasan flushed magnificently. Rose then followed her
sister’s exanple, putting considerably nore enthusiasminto it, and was satisfied. ,But brother,*“
she exclainmed as an afterthought, ,you're in terrible condition. Cone, |I'll yank off those sopping
rags and dress you in fitting rainment. Wat’'s your nane?“

And she led himaway, hardly paying attention to his reply, while her sister sat down and rolled
her eyes at the chesscl oth.

An hour | ater Hasan, garbed in a brilliant yellow silken robe that had been tailored for a king,
was in the mdst of a sunptuous repast. H's pain and fatigue had vanished in the gl ow of the
attention he received fromthe two | ovely maidens.

~Tell us the story of your life,“ Rose inplored him ,It’s been so |long since we've had a |ive,
handsonme son of Adamto-*

. Rose! " her sister said, alarned.

.-to listen to," she finished contritely.

»,O nerciful and radi ant dansels,” Hasan began for- nmally, ,ny story is uninteresting. But | am
anxi ous to know how you cane to be here, in this marvelous palace in the wlderness, and why two
such beautiful girls should choose to Iive alone like this. And what was your quarrel with Bahrain
t he magi ci an?”

Rose hel d up her hand, an inpertinent but attractive pout on her face. ,W asked you first!*

The ol der sister intervened di plomatically. ,Since Bahram brought you here, it might be sinplest
if you expl ai ned your association with him Then we’ll know howto fill in our side of the story.*
»Yes-tell us about Bahram the dog!*

Hasan | ooked at the young wonen again, inpressed by the fine contours of the one and the flashing
ani mation of the other. This was the stuff his dreans were fashioned from and it was hard to
believe the girls were not phan- tasns of the jinn, sent to lead himto disaster. But he could not
resist their gentle inportunings, and soon | aunched into his story. Rose interrupted prettily with
appropriate exclanmations as he described his travails with the nagician

»Di d you ask himabout this palace?* she denanded.

.1 did; but he wouldn't talk about it. He said it be- longed to ghouls and devils.*

Both girls junped to their feet. ,Chouls and devils!* they exclained together, outraged.

»Yes.“ Hasan suspected that Bahram had been speak- ing nmetaphorically, but it didn't seem
worthwhile to point this out.

.By Allah!“ cried Rose. ,I will slay himwith ny own hands!*

»But how can you do such a thing when you are just a girl and he is a crafty mmgi ci an?* This was a
del i berately | eadi ng question

»l'mnot just a girl,“ she said. ,I'"ma princess.“ Neverthel ess, she quieted.
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- W are not untrained in weapons,“ the older sister said, ,and we know how to deal with this man,
magi ci an or not.*

Hasan did not |ike the sound of this. Bahram at |east, had taught himnot to be naive. There had
been so many indications of the Persian's intent, if only he had been able to read them properly
at the tine. How could he be sure that these nmaidens were not after all denons in disguise? If
they could actually kill the nmagician-

»YOou promised to tell nme your story,” he reminded them If they were of the jinn, he was already
in their power. Their tale night clarify things. Certainly he could gain nothing by acting rashly
wi t hout information.

,O yes, brother!“ Rose said, inpulsively kissing him Suddenly his doubts seened foolish. No denon
could be that interesting! O course, he was technically her brother, which curtailed the romantic
i mplications somewhat . . . perhaps fortunately. He had no serious conplaint.

- Know, O ny brother," Rose began portentously, ,that we are the daughters of a mighty king of the
jinn-*

.~ Rose!'” The ol der sister was indignant.

Hasan al so reacted, but for a different reason

LAl right! | only wanted to nake it sound nore inpres- sive. | nean, what’'s so exciting about an
ordinary nortal king? They say there is jinn blood in our-*

.1 "d much rather be brother to a nortal dansel,“ Hasan said. Under the circunstances, tact was
nat ur al

» YOUu woul d?“ Rose nurnured, suddenly shy. ,Ch. Well, our father is the king of the mghtiest
kingdomin Sind. Alm ghty Allah blessed himw th seven daughters by one w fe-*

.Seven! You nean . . . ?°

Rose pouted again. ,How can | tell our story if you keep interrupting? O course there are seven
of us. Every- body knows that.*“

Hasan apol ogi zed.

~Anyway, he had seven daughters, and he was very proud of us, even if he did need a son. But then
he got so proud it was folly. He was so jeal ous and stiff-necked-*

» Rosel ®

»,-that he would not give any of us in marriage to any nan at all. And he sumoned his wazirs and
said to them ‘Can you tell me of any place untrodden by the tread of nen and jinn and aboundi ng
intrees and fruits and rills? And they said, ‘Wat wilt thou therewith, O King of the Ages? and
he said, ‘I desire there to | odge ny seven |ovely daughters.’” And they said, ‘O King, the place
for themis the castle near the Muuntain of C ouds, which was built by an ifrit of the rebellious
jinn who revolted fromthe covenant of our |ord Sol onon, on whom be peace! Since his destruction
none hath dwelt there, nor man nor jinni, for it is cut off fromthe rest of the world and none
may win to it. And the castle is girt about with trees and fruits and rills, and the water running
round it is sweeter than honey and col der than snow, none who is afflicted with [eprosy or illness
drinketh thereof but he is healed forthright.” Wen our father heard this he joyed with great joy
and brought us here with an escort of troops and left us with everything we need.

»Wien he wants to visit us he beats a kettle-drum and all his hosts present thensel ves before
him and he comes here with his retinue. But when he wants us to visit him he comuands the
enchanters to fetch us, so that he may enjoy our conpany, and afterwards he sends us back here.
And that’s it.*

Hasan was anazed. ,But surely he wouldn’t prevent you frommarrying all your lives!®

»You don’t know daddy! W’ ve been here four years, all the tine hoping for a son of Adamto keep
us conpany- and prai sed be He who brought you to us! So be of good cheer and keep your eyes coo
and cl ear, because we’'ve got you now *“

»But where are your five sisters?”

»They' re out hunting in the forest, where there are wild beasts beyond numnber.*

.| know, “ Hasan said, renmenbering the | ong days of travel.

~Vell, why did you ask, brother?

Hasan did not see through her teasing. ,|I neant, | know there are aninmals, because | saw them And
i nsects! And the nost renarkable birds. "

Again the two girls reacted. ,Wich birds are these?‘ the ol der sister inquired.

»Wiy the roc, of course. | told you howit-*

They | aughed as though relieved. Hasan was mnystified, but attributed it to the vagaries of

fem nine nature. Wat bird could be nore remarkable than the roc?

The afternoon passed in a nonent am dst inconsequen- tial dialogue. Suddenly there was the bl ast
of a horn outside.

. They' re back!“ Rose cried. ,Come, Hasan-you have to meet our sisters. Your sisters.” She haul ed
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himafter her as she dashed with unl adyli ke haste out of the pal ace.

Five heavily veiled warrior maidens stood before the main gate, the gutted carcass of a deer
beside them The |ate afternoon sunlight glinted on their nmetallic arnor

., Come on, brother! You take all day."“

The | eadi ng anmazon lifted her bow as soon as she recogni zed Hasan as a stranger. The deadly
hunting arrow foll owed his progress unwaveringly.

L, Sister! Wait!"“ Rose cried breathlessly. ,Don’t shoot him He's ny brother!*

The | eader frowned under her veil. She was a hefty, muscul ar worman, handsone rather than
beautiful. This was evidently the ol dest sister. ,W have no brother," she said, increasing the
tension on the bowstring, nuch to Hasan’s al arm

.| adopted him* Rose said. ,He escaped from Bahram the evil nagician, and now he's ours. A son
of Adam *“

Magi ¢ words! The women behind the | eader jostled each other. Hasan could see that they ranged from
sl eek to vo- luptuous. They studied himas eagerly.

The arrow |l owered. ,Put himin the stable for the night. 1’1l question himtonorrow “ The wonen

pi cked up the carcass and marched on into the pal ace.

»See, she likes you,“ Rose said.

Hasan was anazed when he presented hinself for the formal interview the followi ng day. The el dest
sister sat on an ornate couch, dressed in bright red pantal oons and a matching shawl. Her hair
hung al nost to her waist in jewel ed splendor, and her eyes above the copious veil were dark and
enornous. She wore a headdress like a small gold crown, and | ooked every inch the queen she was.
He had m sjudged her badly, in her rough arnor.

~Tell me your story,“ she said abruptly. ,All of it.“ The manner, at any rate, had not changed.
Hasan went over it again. The queen’s interruptions, unlike Rose’'s, were intelligent and to the
poi nt. Exactly how had Bahram produced gol d? How nany nonths had the voyage on the sea | asted? Wy
had he come to the palace? Did he understand the obligations and restraints inplicit in formal

Br ot her hood?

Hasan, realizing that his stay at the palace and quite possibly his |ife as well depended upon his
answers, re- plied with conplete candor. There was now no doubt in his mnd that the seven
princesses were what they pro- fessed to be; the jinn woul d never have needed to question himlike
this. But the queen did not relent. She rapped out her queries with a severity that belied the

| uxuriousness of her softly garbed body.

»D0 you realize,*“ she said, watching himnarrowy, ,that no man is permtted here except our
father the King? Do you desire to stay with us, even though you know you will be horribly executed
if he ever |earns of your presence?"

Hasan had not known. O course that would be the case. Wiy had the King isolated his |lovely
daughters here, if not to deny themthe conpany of all nmen and thus prevent their marriage? How
terrible would be his wath if he caught a male intruder

.There are settlements on the island,” the queen said. ,The natives are not of the True Faith, but
traders do pass every year or so. W can provide you with noney to buy your passage hone. In this
manner you will be safe.*

Now Hasan t hought about Bassorah, and his dull life there as a marginally successful goldsnith.
The adventures woul d be over, the attractive sisters of the palace forever parted fromhim He had
t hought only of returning hone, until now but the opportunity to do so brought serious second

t houghts. At Bassorah he woul d | ook out upon bl eak plains during the hot season, interm nable
swanps during the wet season, his dreans behind him At all times there would be the great rivers
and the ocean-and when the ships fromfar ports cane in he would renmenber that he had visited
paradise . , . and given it up because he | acked the courage to renmin.

Tears canme to his eyes as he felt the immensity, the weight of that tedi um descend upon him What
use was life at all to a man alone and unl oved and unable to acconplish anything that had not been
better acconplished by others before hinf? Surely death was better than this, if it was an

honor abl e deni se for the sake of true conrade- ship. For the sake of Rose and her charmn ng
sisters.

»,How is a man to desert his sisters?* he asked her. ,The will of Allah, the Conpassionate, the
Merciful, shall prevail. If you would have ne stay, | shall stay.*

The queen renoved her veil. ,Welconme, brother,“ she said-and at that signal the roomwas filled
with excited, unveiled girls.

They had been hiding behind the curtains all the tine!

Hasan was nearly buried in their affectionate enbraces. ,Laud to the Lord who guides us into the
path of deliverance and inclines fair danmsels’ hearts to us!“ he exclai ned.

There were eager introductions now, but he could not remenber all the el aborate nanmes at once, and
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settled upon ,Eldest,“ ,Second,” ,Third,“ and so on down to the youngest, Rose, in his own mnd
Hasan was never alone after that, nor did he want to be. Even at night Rose would come and sit on
his bed, the delightful younger sister, and tell himtales of old Serendip and of the marvel ous
kingdomin Sind, on the nainland. The others seened to take turns with himduring the day. At

| east, he found hinself escorted by one or two, while the others busied thensel ves el sewhere, and
never by the sanme girls on consecutive days. He kept his peace. He loved themall, and the
constant variety and inplied flat- tery were highly stinulating. Rose, of course, followed no

rul es; she had proprietary rights.

El dest took himon a private hunt. She showed himthe nonstrous wild el ephants browsing in the
jungle, shy veg- etarians despite their size, and great eagles soaring high above the hills. She
trained himto the bow and spear and the short sword. Wen he shot an arrow into the flank of a
happy earthgrubbing boar, far smaller than the powerful wild swi ne of the Bassorah swanpl and, and
did not kill it with that shot or the next, he learned a | asting | esson. Suddenly the innocuous
creature was a charging brute, and he had to finish it off desperately with his sword, over-

whel ned by the vicious squeal and stink of it and its spouting blood upon his arns and chest. Now
he knew that this was also the way of a man under attack, and was forever warned agai nst the

carel ess or inexpert application of weapons. As a True Believer, he could not even eat the flesh
of the pig he had killed, since it was an unclean animal. He had won a pointless battle.

Second, a tall regal worman of classic beauty, showed himthe palace. Roomafter roomwas filled
with elegant furniture, rare colored glass, and panels of teak and ebony set with jewels of every
type: sapphires and rubies plucked fromnearby streans, and many | ess comon stones. Pil- |ared
courtyards contained nerry fountains and ornanental statuary, and pleasant fruit trees grew beyond
scul ptured arches. Careful geonetric designs decorated every wall and hangi ng rug-reproduction of
the human figure being forbidden-and even the comon candl esticks were of ivory, and the | anps of
ornate silver. Never had he seen such fabul ous wealth, and his mnd was overwhel med with the
vaults. Caliph Harun al -Rashid hinmself, the Com mander of the Faithful and ruler of enpire, could
hardly display such opul ence

Third was a pleasant girl, plunp of bosom and round of face, who took himto the gardens. Al

about the palace grounds were trees and shrubs of marvel ous size and grace. Nutneg, cinnanon
guava, fig and coconut-palmgrew in the vast cultivations, and the strange jak tree with its
heroic fifty-pound fruit hanging fromthe trunk, and its brother the breadfruit tree, in the guise
of the chanpion of waternelon plants. She showed himthe magnificent culti- vated orchids on the
walls, and in the pools the imense flat disks of |lotus |eaves, their pink and white floating

fl owers the harbingers of the narcotic |otus seed. And finally she showed himthe small oranges of
the nost deadly strychnine plant, the sanme that Bahram had gath- ered for his nefarious purposes;
her word of caution was unnecessary.

Fourth was robust, |ithe and vigorous, and she led hima merry chase farther afield. She exposed
himto the hills and dal es beyond the pal ace, where solid carpets of exquisite nelu flowers stood
knee- deep and conceal ed everythi ng beneath. Ferns sprang up the size of small trees, and
everywhere the crimson and gold flowers spread out their enchantnments. And suddenly there was a
sheer cliff, a smaller version of the rift at the Muntain of C ouds, where the nonkeys gathered
in the evening with incredi ble hullabaloo. On the way back they admred the large fan-palm said
to flower only once in fifty years, and whose |eaf could be used as paper. Hasan asked her about
the origin of the netal chains by which he had descended fromthe nagician’s trap; she knew of
them but not of their source. The chains had existed as |ong as anyone had know edge of the
nmount ai n.

Fifth had a nouth like Solonon’s ring and huge purpl e-painted eyes. She conveyed Hasan to an
interior roomthat was dark even at noon, ignited naphtha torches set in the floor, and danced for
him As she noved her anber body under the al nost transparent robe, the silken undul ations
accentuated her breathtaking breasts and liquidly supple hips. Miscles Hasan had hardly known

exi sted fl exed her abdonen, her buttocks, and he forgot the intricate art of the dance itself in
hi s exceeding regret that he could never be her lover. Brotherhood itself was not the entire re-
straint, for adoptive siblings could marry; but she was one of seven. Love, in the physical sense,
was a crine outside of marriage, and no man could take nore than four wives, or marry two sisters.
Concubines were limted only by his resources and anbition; but which of these princesses could he
degrade to such status, and he a common ner- chant? But nmore: he would bring ruin upon themall if
he were to violate the personal sanctity of these protected naidens, no matter how willing they

m ght be. Sisters they were, irrevocably. But the dance awakened vol uptuous | ongi ngs,
nevert hel ess.

Sixth was the sister he had first nmet playing chess with Rose. She played the game with himal so,
but her noves and strategy were far nore adept than his, and he was enbarrassed to be so easily
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mastered by a wonan. She took himto the library, where scroll after scroll was neatly rolled and
filed. Here was docunentation for the stories Rose liked to tell, and nuch nore besides. But
Sixth, unlike the others, expected himto contribute as well as receive: she made himdictate not
only the details of his journey, but everything el se he knew about geography and phil osophy, while
she gravely recorded the infornmation

She drew fromthe whol e of his know edge about the working of gold and other precious netals.
Never had he felt so subtly inadequate, as his own voice exposed the pitiful paucity of his
informati on. He had so nuch still to learn

Rose was a constant joy. She it was who conforted hi mwhen he proved unequal to the task of
bringi ng down gane for their food supply, or selected i nappropriate gens for sone new pal ace
decoration, or expressed his thought |ess than cogently for the library record. She answered his
questions and listened raptly to his problens and cheered himw th the honey dew of her lips, and
he marvel ed that he could ever have existed w thout her passionate sisterhood.

~Wiy is your father determined never to allow you to marry?“ he asked her. ,l’msure it wasn't
just a matter of pride.*
~VWell, no,“ she adnmtted, not enthusiastic about this subject. ,You see, Sind is far from Baghdad,

and never was part of the Prophet’'s enpire. My father was converted to the True Faith in his
yout h, when he travel ed west, but his people haven't really changed. Al of the neighboring Kings
are H ndu. Daddy didn't want to enbarrass those royal suitors by telling themthat their religion
wasn’t good enough-*

»But why not? They should be ashaned to be infidels!”

.1 told you. We’re far from*

.| see,“ Hasan said. ,Now | understand. They're too far away to pilgrinage to the Holy City, and
t hey probably expect you to adopt their cult. That would be intolerable.*

~Wuld it?* she inquired in a rare pensive nood. ,lIs it really better to die a spinster than to
accept another religion?"

. O course. The curse of Allah would fall upon anyone who deserted Hm*

. But what about the curse of Brahma?*

.| don’t understand. What does Brahma matter?“

Si xth overheard the conversation and joined it. ,1 would marry an infidel,"
he didn't interfere with ny own belief.*”

Hasan was shocked. ,An infidel!*

.1 n many ways the Hi ndus are just as devout as we are."

»How can you say such a thing!"“

Rose got into the spirit of the argunent. ,Brother, would you refuse to marry a Hi ndu dansel if
she woul dn’t change her religion?"

.Certainly.*”

~Even if she were a princess, |ike us?"

.She couldn’t be like you. An infidel!*

»And very beauti ful ?“

she said, ,so long as

. No! “
., How about a Buddhi st nai den?”
SNo!'“ A Christian?‘ Rose teased.

Hasan choked. ,A Christian! That’'s worst of all.*”

The two girls |laughed. ,Wrse even than fire worship?”
Hasan suspected a trap, but they gave himno tinme to anticipate it. ,Didn’t you say you were goi ng
to marry Bahrani s daughter?“

»Not after | found out about him®“ he replied uncom fortably. ,Anyway, | don't think he has a
daughter.*

Si xt h shook her head. ,That man has been around. He nmay never have married, but he m ght have a
daught er somewhere.“ This was the height of insult to the Persian.

~Well, 1 wouldn't marry her.*”

Rose studied himinpishly. ,She would be as fair as he is ugly, and a sorceress, of course. She
could cast a spell over you and nake your yard stand up, just like that.” She made a mmgi cal
gesture.

By this time the renmaining sisters had appeared, and Hasan hastily changed the subject. ,1 thought
you hated Bahrain, after what he called you.*

~What did he call us?* El dest denanded.

.He made us all out to be ghouls and denons and devils!“ Rose cried indignantly, renmenbering.

El dest reddened. ,We nust surely slay him*

»What connection did you have with hinP* Hasan wanted to know. ,He wouldn’'t tell ne.
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The princesses grinned. ,He cane here the first year we noved in,“ Eldest said. ,He nust have

t hought the palace was still deserted. He had this handsome young Moslemwith him as fair as the
moon, all tied up. W freed the young man and drove off the magician, but next norning the | ad was
gone. Bahram nust have tricked himinto going on to the Mountain of C ouds. Foolish boy.*"

Hasan renenbered the bones, but did not comment. He had been as easily deceived.

Hasan was sitting under the trees by the side of a fountain, idly |ooking down into the valley
whi | e Rose babbled nerrily, when notion attracted his attention

» Look-someone is comng."“

.CGet out of sight, brother!* Rose said. ,It mght be our father’'s party.*“

Hasan, in these nonths of relaxation, had alnost forgot- ten the inherent liability of his
position. He obeyed with alacrity, diving behind the fountain.

. No-those are canels,“ Rose announced, relieved.

Hasan stiffened. ,Canels! That’'s Bahramthe nagi- cian!“ Suddenly the tinme he had spent in
blissful company with the princesses was as nothing; the Persian was back, and revenge was a holy
duty.

L1 tell nmy sisters,” Rose said, ,and we'll arm our- selves and cut hi mdown.*

»No! | nust do it nyself!*

She | ooked at himwith surprise, but did not argue.

That night they watched the nagician’s party canp somewhat beyond the pal ace. There were three
canel s- where did the replacenent come fronP-and a young man of surpassing favor. But Bahram
cuffed and beat him and the lad was in further difficulty because his hands were bound before
him He had to eat and drink by raising both hands together. H s clothing, once el egant, had been
soiled and torn fromincessant use. Hasan saw hinself, as he had been a year ago, in this handsone
captive, and was hard put not to cry out in protest.

But El dest was wi ser than he. Wit until he stops at the Mountain of Couds,“ she said. ,Then we
may come upon themwhile the magician is distracted, and he will not have time to harmthe boy. If
he saw us coming, he would surely use the Mdslem as a hostage. “

LAl right. But | rmust be the one to kill him*

,OF course. Only have patience, brother, while we make arrangenents.*

It is ny right,“ he said uncertainly, put off by her ready agreenent. ,Allah has granted ne
revenge. “

El dest smiled wth understanding, and Rose | ed hi maway.

Hasan spent a restless night, and even Rose could not pacify him He renenbered the first tinme
Bahram had occasi oned such turnoil, in Bassorah, with the dream of easy gold. Then cane the first
ni ght as prisoner on board the ship, snarting fromthe cruel beating, bound for he knew not where
and terrified for his life. Then that deso- late night on the Mountain of Couds, foully betrayed
a second tinme by the nmagician and left to sojourn with the rotting bones of his predecessors.

And now the final night, precursor to revenge.

Next norning they brought out arnmor and fitted Hasan in a manner befitting King David. Under his
tunic he wore a coat of mail, covering his body down to his waist and el bows. On his head rested
an iron cap with bright feather headdress. He slung the jewel ed scabbard of a sharp short-sword
over his right shoul der. He rode upon an el ephant.

It was noon before they were ready to ride. Sixth stayed reluctantly behind to watch the pal ace,
and the rest rode with Hasan toward the Muuntain of O ouds. They, too, were arned, and he could
tell by the manner El dest se- |lected her arrows that she expected to use them The princesses did
not have quite the confidence in his prowess they professed.

Hasan was sick with inmpatience at the delays this prepa- ration had caused-but he also could not
conceal fromhinself the fact that he was still afraid of the nagician. Thus he both chafed at and
wel comed t he passing hours that postponed personal decision, and fasted nore because of an
unsettled stomach than to obtain blessing fromAll ah.

As the el ephant picked its way through the jungle with dextrous speed, reducing a day’s journey to
a matter of hours, Hasan had tine to regret his insistence upon his sacred duty of revenge. True,
this was in strict accord with the word of the Prophet, and he could hardly consider hinself to be
aman if he failed in this-but he was not a killer, however bold his fancy arnor m ght nake him
appear. How could he take a human |ife?

Then he thought of Bahramis crines against hinself and countless other youths, and rage burned
away the doubt. It was certainly no crime to slay such an idol ater!

And yet again he wavered, wondering whether the Persian really did have a daughter who woul d thus
be rendered an orphan. Was it fair to a beautiful dansel to-

El dest watched himwi th conpassi onate but narrowed eyes, and fingered her stout bow Hasan was
ashaned, but could not say why.
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They came upon Bahranis encanprent in nid-afternoon. Two canels grazed at a distance; the third
had al ready been slaughtered and gutted. A fire snol dered where the nmgician had baked his snelly
cakes. The pretty youth was still bound, his frightened eyes peering over the gag as though it
were a vei l

Bahram s hi gh voice could be heard froma distance, cursing and threatening the captive. ,CGet in
this hide, O cowardly cur of the gallows! Did | bring you all the way here to have you bal k now? |
will only release you when you agree to performthe sinple task | ask; then you shall be free for
the rest of your life. | guarantee this! By the Fire and the Light, | will beat you sensel ess and
throw you in the carcass bound, if you will not do what | denand!*

The magi cian’s back was to their party, and he was so transported by his sinulated tantrumthat he
was not alert. Hasan forgot his fear, slid off the elephant, and ran up behind Bahram ,Hold your
hand, O accursed!*

The Persian whirled around, amazed.

.0 eneny of Allah and foe of the Mdslens!“ Hasan cried, alnost slashing hinmself with the sword in
his anxi- ety to drawit fromits scabbard. ,O dog! Otraitor! Oinfidel of the flanme. O you that
wal k a wi cked path, worshiping the evil fire and light and swearing by the shade and the heat!"*
Bahram s tone was abruptly nellow. ,O ny son, how did you escape? W brought you to earth again?"

Hasan refused to be noved. ,He delivered me who has now appointed ne to take your life. | wll
torture you the way you tortured nme, and all the other innocent youths. O miscreant! O atheist!
You have fallen into your own trap, and your evil fire will never save you now"“ He raised the

sword, aware that he was tal king too nuch instead of acting.

Bahram surprisingly, did not draw back. He stepped forward. ,By Allah, O ny son, O Hasan-you are
dearer to ne than ny owmn eyes. | called to you to cone down off the nountain, and when you did not
answer | thought you were dead. How glad | amthat you are safe.”

Hasan drew the sword back to strike. ,Don’t try to fool ne with |ies about your concern for ny
wel fare. You broke the sacred bond of bread and salt!“ But he was still postponing action. )
Bahram s eyes were wi de and i nnocent. ,O ny son, how can you blame me for what you thought I did,
when you yoursel f have done no | ess?®

Hasan’s sword wavered. ,Wat ?"

»Look!“ The nmmgician whirled, renoved his turban, drew out a package of powder and wal ked t oward
the fire.

»Stop him* Rose cried. Hasan had forgotten the sisters standing not far behind him ,He intends

sorcery!*”

But still Hasan hesitated, and while he watched, Bahramthrew t he powder into the gl ow ng enbers.
The flame roared up. Snoke puffed out in a yell ow nass, sweetly scented and formng a bill ow ng
ball. ,Look, Hasan!“ the nmagician cried, pointing.

A picture formed within the haze. Hasan recogni zed a house-his own house in Bassorah, but with a
difference. Atonb was set up in the niddle of it, and before it crouched a woman, a hag so wasted
away that her skin was a nmultitude of yellow winkles and her black shaw fit her shrunken body
like a tent.

It was his nother.

The i mage vani shed. ,How can you talk of bread and salt when you dwell here in |uxury, while your
own dear nother nourns this very noment before your tonmb?"

Hasan stood benused. How i ndeed could he have been so callous toward the one who | oved hi m nost?
He had never even thought of her these nonths.

The magi ci an was before him reaching out a skinny hand. ,Now give me your weapon, son, and we
shal | -

Hasan’ s defensive instinct took over. ,No!“ he cried, bringing the blade up in an attenpt to ward
the man of f.

But Bahram was al ready | eaping forward, the synpa- thetic nask discarded. The point of the rising
sword pushed into his throat, and so desperate was his |leap that the magician inpal ed hinmself upon
it and severed the tendons of his own neck. Blood spurted over hand and bl ade.

.~ Magni ficent, brother!“ Eldest cried, hauling himout of the way as the corpse fell toward him
»Never have | seen a neater stroke! He didn't even have a chance to curse you before he died. "
Hasan | ooked upon what he had wought and felt the bile of his stomach distending his cheek

El dest closed i medi ately and sl apped hi m sharply across the nouth, concealing her action in a
grandi ose enbrace. Hasan swal- |lowed involuntarily. ,You're a hero; act like one!" she barked into
his ear.

Then they were all about him congratulating himon his valor and prowess and nmarveling at his
conposure in the face of danger

»O Hasan,“ Rose cried, ,you have done a nagnificent deed and avenged our honor and satisfied the
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thirst for vengeance that pleases the King of the Omipotent!*

.1 have?* But in the face of their unani nobus acclaimand evident disregard for the horror of the
sl aughter, Hasan could do no less than act the part. He strode over to the youth and untied him
»Everything here is yours,“ he said, while the young man gaped. ,You may cone with us or take the
canel s, whichever you w sh.*“

Hasan opened the magi ci an’s pack, took out the kettle- drum and beat it with the strap. The two
remai ni ng canels canme up i nmediately. ,Do you know how to control these beasts?* he asked the
youth. ,Can you find your way back to the ship? You own it now, for the idolator’s soul has

returned to the fire. Pay off the crew and sell the mer- chandise you find aboard and you'll be a
weal t hy man. *“
The youth nounted a canel and left without a word. ,lI can't blanme himfor being afraid of us,*“

Hasan remar ked, watching himgo. ,After being tortured by the magician, and seeing the vision in
the fire-*

- What vision, brother?“ Rose inquired.

~ Wiy, the house with ny nother in nmourning, and the tonb in the mddle. Didn't you see it?"

Rose shook her head, |ooking at himw th concern. ,|I saw nothing but a nasty cloud of snoke, al
ugly and yellow. It's a good thing it didn't get in your eyes and blind you, so that Bahrain could
escape. “

Hasan gl anced at the others, the forgotten kettledrum dangling fromhis hand. None had seen the

vi si on.

.Let’s dunp this corpse in the canel-carcass,” he said. ,This time the roc will have a neal, if it
can chewit!*

Chapter 5. Bird Miden

Hasan soon forgot the vision in the excitement of the pal ace celebration. After all, it had been a
conjuration of an evil magician, a sight no one el se had seen, and was probably only a false trick
to stay his vengeance. But the ploy had failed. Now he felt like a nan! But a second trial of his
strength was soon to follow A cloud of dust rose fromthe plain beyond the pal ace

~That’s our father’s host!“ Rose said. ,O Hasan, run to your room and conceal yourself-or if you
prefer, go down into the gardens and hide anong the trees and vines, for it is death if they find

you here.*
Hasan wasted no tinme. He went to his chanber and | ocked hinself in.
He [ urked behind the parapet adjoining his roomand watched the cloud rise up until it darkened

the wel kin. Before long it opened, and beneath it was a conquering host |ike a surging sea,

mar chi ng troops advanci ng on the pal ace.

For three days he suffered through the perpetual clanor of foreign troops being entertai ned, mad
with jeal ousy because they ate at the banquet tables while he devoured scraps snuggl ed up by Rose;
because their coarse voices |aughed in the conpany of the seven princesses, while he had only
stolen nonents with one. It had seenmed his own pal ace for so long that he suffered when reni nded
so blatantly that it was not; he didn't |ike being an inmposter who had to hide lest his life be
instantly forfeit. He who had killed the magician

On the fourth norning Rose cane to himwith worse news. ,W have to | eave you, brother, for a
whil e, “ she said.

. Leave!l Why?*

,One of the kings is getting nmarried, and we are ex- pected to attend the festival. So daddy has
sunmoned us home, so we can enjoy it all.”

Hasan groaned. ,How long will you be gone?*

.1t may be two nonths.*

» TWO nont hs! “

.,But we'll be back just as soon as we can nmake it, Hasan. And you can stay right here in the

pal ace, and no one w |l bother you, and everything will be all right. 1'lIl give you all the keys."
. Keys!* he nmuttered, but there was nothing he could do.

She produced a massive chain of them ,But Hasan-*

. Yes?*

» YOUu can go anywhere you want in the pal ace, except one door. | beseech you, for nyself and for ny
sisters- your sisters-don’t open that door. There is nothing there you need, and |'mafraid there
will be a great calamty if-*

Hasan smiled. ,Don’t worry. 1’|l behave!*

She kissed him ,Keep your eyes cool, brother. Farewell.*”

She left, and within hours everyone was gone. Hasan watched dolefully as the great party narched
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across the plain, leaving nothing but drifting dust.

He was alone. Never in his life had he felt such contin- ued isolation, as he tread the | oud

fl oors and gazed down enpty halls. He had not realized how terribly dependent he had becone upon
the bright conpany of the seven cheerful maidens, or how deeply he would feel their absence. Even
the living orchards were sonber, and paradi se w thout conpani onship was torture.

He rode forth bravely by hinself and slaughtered gane and prepared the neat and ate it, alone. He
visited each of the princesses’ apartnents in turn, fancying he could some- how conmmune with the
owners; but their rich trappings and fem ni ne adornnents only served to remind himthat the girls
who used these things were gone.

He tried to divert hinmself by exploring the less fanmliar chanbers of the palace, for there were
many reaches and hal |l ways he had never penetrated. He found behind one door an open court with a
garden like that of the angels; the trees were of freshest green with shining yellow fruits, and
pretty little birds were singing pleasantly. He wal ked anobng them and snelled the delicate breath
of flowers, and al nost believed he could hear the praises of Allah in the avian nel odies.

He opened anot her door and faced what resenbled a spacious plain set with tall date pal ns and

wat ered by a running stream whose banks were rich with flowery shrub- bery. It rem nded himof his
hone city, Bassorah, the city of dates, but did not ease his isolation

In other roons were bulky colored marble artifacts and decorations of precious stones and

sandal wood and ot her wonders beyond renenbering. But physical wealth al one could never take the

pl ace of human fell owship. How he |longed for his sisters’ return!

Only one thing took his attention fromhis |oneliness: the thought of the forbidden door. If there
wer e wonders such as he had seen in the open portions of the palace, what m ght not |ie behind
that secret portal ?

.My sister would not have asked ne to stay away unless there were sone trenmendous secret!“ he told
him self. ,But what could she have to hide from ne?"

He renenbered her dire warning against this door, and resolved to restrain his curiosity and

i nqui re when the princesses returned. But then it occurred to himthat they, having concealed it
fromhimthis long, mght refuse to en- lighten himlater. If he really wanted to know t he secret,
he had no choice but to discover it now, while there was no one to stop him

.By Allah!* he said, then paused because he knew he was taking the name in vain. One should not

i nvoke Allah to witness an inproper deed. ,1 wll open that door and |earn what it conceals,
though death is there!*

He took the key and unl ocked the forbidden door. He stepped back. Suppose there were sone ravenous
beast inside, waiting with bared fangs? He shoul d have cone arned!

He | ocked it again, unopened, and went to don mail and sword. He returned, turned the key again
pushed the door open with his foot while raising his sword defensively, and stood ready for the
rush of whatever mnight cone.

In that, at |east, he was disappointed. No creature energed, no sound, and the gl oomof the room
was abso- lutely still. Wiy hadn’t he thought to bring a |lanp or torch?

He ran to fetch one, cursing hinmself for his stupidity. He lit a torch and cane back-to di scover
he’d forgotten to close the door! The thing nm ght have escaped!

Cautiously he poked his head in, ready to |l eap back instantly. There was nothing, as the |ight
flickered to the farthest corners. The chanber was enpty.

He shut the door, locked it, and tried to reason out the nmeaning of this nystery. Wy had Rose
made such an issue over an enpty roonf? Had this been set up as a joke, and were the sisters

| aughi ng even now to i magi ne his confusion? Rose was certainly capable of such a thing- but
sonmehow he coul d not believe that she would have tricked himthis way when she was not on hand to
watch the result. She liked to appreciate her little jests person- ally. No-she had been serious,
and must have had a better reason to put himto this torture of uncertainty.

O had the room been occupied? He had left it open; if a denon lurked within, it would hardly have
sat idle when escape was offered. Did it creep stealthily along the passage- ways at this nonent,
waiting for himto pass? Was it cunning, knowi ng that he rust sleep sonetine? Was this the

di saster Rose had feared, already | oosed upon the pal ace?

Hasan | ooked nervously behind him WAs that a noise? Had he seen sonething, sonething that

vani shed just be- fore he turned?

Already he heartily regretted disobeying his sister’s in- struction. But if he was to live, he had
to undo the damage he had done. First he had to learn what kind of thing it was, so he could

devi se sone nmeans to kill it. Assuming it was a live creature.
Perhaps it had left a footprint.
He unl ocked the door a third time, lifted his sword, and |l ooked in with frightened bol dness. Once

again the torch brightened the corners. This time he saw that thick dust |ay everywhere. There
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were no footprints. It was obvious that no one had occupied this roomor even visited it for nany

nmont hs.

Ei ther there had been no inhabitant, or-

A fragnent cane back to himsuddenly. He had nen- tioned a remarkable bird, thinking of the roc,

and they had reacted strangely. It had not been the roc that worried them Had it been a bird in

this chanber ... or sone other flying thing?

Yet a bird would have had to perch sonetine, and it would | eave droppings. . . .

He noved into the room glancing apprehensively into the upper corners. There were no | edges or

perches. Fea- tureless walls net a featureless ceiling. His own tracks in the deep dust were the

only sign of nolestation.

Hi s tracks! They would betray him He would have to sweep out the entire chanmber to erase them

and hope that no one would check until as even a layer had forned again. Meanwhile, he shoul d

search every foot of the roomfor whatever clues there might be. He had only guessed it mght be

an animal; probably it was sonething else en- tirely. Sone nagic object, perhaps. Sone dangerous

magic relic.

He glanced into an alcove. ,ldiot!“ he cursed hinself. He had m ssed the obvious again. There was

a stair as- cending fromthe alcove, winding up in a vaulted spiral into the dark. The secret was

not in the roomitself; it lay above!

He was fully committed now. He dared not stop until he knew the exact nature of the danger that

confronted him He mounted the stair, the torch flickering with the shivering of his hand. His

fear increased as the space constricted and the mnutes passed without any break in the stil

tension. What if a sinuous dragon | ay above, waiting to roast himin a dowward spiraling colum

of fire? He could never retreat in tine.

The stair coiled around like the stomach of a python. He could not see the base bel ow or the

term nati on above. Were was it |eading?

Light! After two conplete |oops, the end was conming in sight. He clinbed into an open done that

over| ooked the roof of the pal ace.

He hardly dared feel disappointnment. He still had no idea why he had been warned away fromthis.

He | ooked about.

The roof was a terrace, and as he gazed upon it he was anazed to see the entire pal ace grounds

| aid out before him To one side the wall dropped off to expose the rising towers and minarets,

and the open pits of the courtyards with the cultivated trees spreading their gentle foliage up.

To the other side-

A new world greeted him The nmain roof of the palace was a garden nore magnificent than any he had

seen below, set with trees and flowers and softly flowing stream |ets and even a shining | ake,

the wavel ets shimrering across its surface in the breeze. Beside the |ake was a pavilion

constructed of alternate courses of bricks; two of gold to each one of silver, studded with

jacinth and eneral d. Four al abaster colums rose to support the ruby done, and within it a npsaic

mar bl e platform extended into an interior pool, a soft veil of green silk above the crysta

wat er s.

»This must be the thing ny sisters forbade ne!“ Hasan said, marveling at the beauty of the scene

But still he wondered why they should not have wi shed to share the ultimte glory of the pal ace

with him Surely the sight of such beauty would not in itself bring destruction?

He approached the pavilion and discovered that it was even richer than he had supposed. The

center, around the sparkling pool, was a sitting room whose benches were thrones of polished stone

latticed with red gold and inlaid with enornous pearls and symetrically di sposed gens. Above the

pool was a trellis set with jewels the size of pigeons’ eggs and on it was a clinbing vine bearing

grapes like rubies. Brilliant birds fluttered upon it, of a type Hasan had never seen on Earth,

and their warbling seenmed to celebrate the glories of Allah with throats of mracul ous sweet ness.

»What king could own a place like this?* Hasan ex- clainmed. ,O is this Many-Colummed Iram the

property of no nortal man?“ And he sat down within the pavilion and gl anced around himin

conti nued anazenent, hardly aware of the passage of time during his contenplation. Had he once

dreaned of nundane gol d?

He was roused fromhis reverie by motion in the distant sky. Quickly he rose and ran to the stair
in case. But it was only a flight of birds approaching fromthe heart of the desert plain, and

he could tell by the steadi ness of their passage that they intended to roost on the pal ace roof

and refresh thensel ves there. They were beautiful creatures with spreadi ng white wi ngs, and he did

not wish to frighten them away. He ducked down and hid inside the little done sheltering the

stair, concealing hinself as well as he could while keeping an eye on the formation

They cane, beating the foliage with the wind fromtheir spectacul ar wi ngs. These were enornous

birds. They were smaller than the rocs, but larger than the eagles or buz- zards. They lighted on
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a mghty tree by the water, then dropped to the ground and paraded toward the pavilion

There were ten of them and their |eader was a hen of remarkabl e beauty, sleek and haughty and a
veritabl e queen anong birds, strutting and pecking at the | esser ones who did service to her
Hasan was not surprised to see that birds had their royal personages, just as nen did; this was
the natural state of the kingdons of Allah

They filed into the pavilion and perched upon the great stone couches there. Hasan craned to see
what went on inside, but the pillars interfered with his view at crucial nonents. They were doi ng
sonet hi ng, stretching out their wings and twisting their torsos with the nost unbirdlike gyrations
and clawing at their downy breasts. Had they cone here to slay thenselves with exercise?

Lo! The shapes of the birds coll apsed, and suddenly Hasan pawed at his own eyes to relieve them of
an inpos- sible vision. For there were no |longer birds in the pavilion, but people! How had this
happened?

Too stunned to nove, Hasan watched as the ten daugh- ters of Adam stood up, naidens whose beauty
shamed the brilliance of the full noon. They wore the filniest of gowns; but in nmonents they drew
of f even these and threw them asi de and pl unged naked into the pool

Hasan stared as they bathed, and not nerely fromsur- prise. These were hi gh-bosonmed virgins as

| ovely as any he had seen. The vigor with which they washed and sported, shrieking and spl ashing
each other, only served to enhance their youthful pulchritude. Mdst striking of all was the
princess-for such she had to be-who sashed and dunked the others, but upon whom nobody | aid hands
in turn.

As he watched, he renenbered with a hot rush what had been nissing fromhis happy life with the
seven sisters. They were his sisters, which was the trouble. There was that a man could not do
with his sister. They were beautiful -but there were beauties a nman could not viewin his sister.
He | oved themall-but there was |love that coul d not be shared anobng sisters.

Hasan stood behind a post, gazing upon the mai dens while they thought thensel ves unobserved. The
sight of their dancing breasts and wetly quivering thighs excited his mnd to | echerous
promptings. His loin grew hot. He sighed to be anong themin that pool, touching what he could
only glinpse at the nmonment and caressing what he could only dream about. He felt a flane that
could not be quenched and a desire whose signs mght not be hidden

The chief dansel tired of the sport. Bidding her com panions to renain, she stepped out of the
pavilion and stood, unknow ngly, directly before Hasan’s blind. She stretched her sleek |inbs and
conbed out her long hair, dazzling himwi th the splendor of her person

Her body was exquisite in the afternoon sunlight, gleam ing with dripping water and seenming to
shine with its own sublimty. The luster of her face outshone the respl endent noon; her danp hair
curled around a bosom whose out- lines were no |l ess than the masterwork of Allah. Her neck was a
bar of silver snmoother than that of a gazelle; her teeth gl eaned, perfect hailstones in the sun
Her belly was softly rounded and delightfully dinpled. Her buttocks pro- jected generously,
resilient as cushions filled with ostrich-down, and strove agai nst each ot her when she wal ked,
shapi ng and reshapi ng the darker shadows of their separation. Her thighs were heavy and firm
expandi ng col ums enbraci ng that sane shadow.

She sat upon the low wall of the pavilion and lifted her lithe I egs so that she could brush the
sand fromdainty feet, and there was reveal ed to Hasan, as from behind a cloud, what |ay between
her thighs.

It was midafternoon when Hasan was startled fromhis trance by the clear voice of the roya

mai den. She spoke in a lovely | anguage he could not conprehend, but his imagi- nation filled in
the words. They were obvious in the context: ,O daughters of kings, the hour is |ate and our home
is far away. Come-we nust depart.*

The girls arose and went to the benches in the pavilion. They were dressed now, but they took up
the feathered suits and behold: they were birds again! They filed out, spread their w ngs, and
ascended into the sky.

Hasan stood benused, unable to credit his senses. Had the dansels really transformed thenselves to
birds before his eyes, or had he suffered another delusion |like the one Bahram had shown himin
the fire? Could he really have | ooked upon the naked glories of an incredible wonman, even to that
whi ch no unmarried man was privileged to see?

Only when the |ast speck vani shed beyond the clouds did he think to ask hinself the basic
question: could he really have fallen nost passionately in love with an alien princess who could
transform herself into a bird?

Hasan hardly renmenbered draggi ng hinmself down the stair and back to his own chanber. He | ay

wi t hout appetite or thirst, drowned in a solitude suddenly nagnified ten- fold. For it was true:
he was smtten by the beauty of the bird nmaiden, and he was unable to rest in her absence. A

ni ght he tossed about, finding no confort, and he wept and nmpaned with frustration until norning
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When the sun rose he rushed out of his room entered the forbidden chamber with no thought of
danger, and nounted the spiral stair to the roof. Al day he waited, growing faint fromthe heat
of the terrace and fromlack of nourishnent, but the bird-maidens never canme. When his hope at

| ast expired, he fell to the ground in a fainting fit. There was no one to confort him

The cool of the evening roused him He crawl ed down the steps on hands and feet and dragged

hi nsel f back to his room There he passed out again, and lay on the floor all night, dreaning of
beauty and sorcery.

On the following day he made his way to the terrace once nore, but the pavilion was deserted. His
| ove was gone. After that he stopped looking. Hs |ife becane a delirium of nelancholy,

| anentati on and unrequited | ove.

For the first tine, he was sorry he had not died on the Muntain of C ouds. He had approached the
forbi dden door with a raised sword to guard his body-but it was his heart he shoul d have

pr ot ect ed.

When the seven sisters returned fromtheir visit to their honel and, Hasan roused hinmsel f and hid,
ashamed to show hinmself to them and wishing only to die. For they had warned him and he had
stubbornly violated their trust, and now he had to bear the penalty of his deceit. He no | onger
deserved their company.

Rose didn't wait to doff her traveling-gear, but dashed i mediately to Hasan's room She found it
sadly disar- ranged, and her brother nowhere in sight. She searched everywhere in grow ng anxiety-
and finally found himslunped in a closet, thin and feeble. H s body was so shrunken and his bones
so wasted by starvation and fatigue that she hardly recognized him

»O Hasan!“ she cried. ,Wat has happened?* But his sunken eyes only flickered in the pale face. He
did not answer.

She gripped his enaci ated shoul ders and dragged himbodily to the bed. ,O0 ny brother-1 would give
my life to save yours! Tell nme what illness has befallen you.*"

Hasan felt her synpathetic enbrace and wept. What could he say to his well-neaning sister? Hs
nmout h opened.

When parted fromthe thing he | oves A nan has naught but woe to bear

»But Hasan-*

Inside is sickness, outside doves; Hs first mere fancy; |ast, despair

. What are you saying, Hasan? | don't understand!“ Her confusion was natural; he himself did not
conpre- hend what was happening. Still he found hinmself unable to state his case.

Rose fluttered her hands, thoroughly shaken. ,You' re dying, O beloved. How have you fallen into
this terrible plight? W told you we woul d conme back-*“

The birds took flight and went away And gave ne Love's death bl ow

» The birds took-*“

"1l keep my secret while | may- Ah, but Love's needs must show

Rose stared at him appalled. ,Hasan-you opened the door!*

It was out. Now woul d conme the puni shnment he de- served, the censure he had brought on hinself.
Rose cradl ed his head agai nst her bosom crying wthout shanme. ,O Hasan, Hasan-we neant to spare
you this. | should have thrown away that key!*

But in a short tine her natural exuberance reasserted itself. ,By Allah, Ony brother, |I wll not
abandon you now, though ny life be forfeit! Tell me everything, and | swear by the bond that binds
us together I will help you sonehow. “

Now everything that was within himpoured out, and he told her of the terrible passion he had
concei ved for the beauteous bird-nmai den, and how he had been able neither to eat nor to sleep
since seeing her. ,My heart is gone,“ he finished. ,She has flown with it, and | have no wish to
live any nore.*“

Rose wept for his misery, not condemming himat all, then brightened again. ,O ny brother, be of
good cheer and keep your eyes cool and clear. You'll see her again, and if it is the will of Allah
Al mi ghty you might even win her. I'Il help-*

»But what can you do? She’s gone.*

.1 don’t know, Hasan; but whatever it is, I'lIl do it. Now you ve got to eat sonething. Prom se ne
you'll eat if |I sneak sone fruit to you. | can't get anything else while ny father’'s troops are

downstairs. "

Hasan prom sed, encouraged by her certainty, and shortly she was back with an arnful of breadfruit
and coconut. ,But renenber, Hasan-don't breathe a word of this to nmy sisters. I'mafraid of what
they might do if they found out. If they ask you about the door, you must tell themyou never went
near it."

»,But how shall | explain ny illness?

L1711 think of something. My sisters won't see you until the escort departs. You nust stay here
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and try to get well. W can’t do anything if you don't get strong again, Hasan.*“

It was the turning point. Hasan was weak and uncom fortable, but he did begin to eat. Wen the
King’s troops left, the other sisters cane to see himas a group

» You have not been exercising, brother,“ Eldest said, and Fourth nodded agreenment. The others

| ooked con- cerned, for this careful understatenment could hardly justify his obvious enaciation.

.| told you, sisters,” Rose said. ,Qur severance fromour dear brother |left himdesolate, for the
days we have been absent were |longer than a thousand years to him a stranger in the palace and
solitary, with none to keep hi mconpany or cheer his lonely heart. He is just a youth, and maybe
he renenbered his poor nother, who is very old and ugly, and thought of how she weeps for himall
day and all night, nourning his absence. W used to bring himsolace with our society and keep his
m nd off such things. But when we deserted him*

. VW understand, sister,”“ Eldest interrupted gently.

They gat hered around him conforting himand offering dainty tidbits for himto eat. They benpaned
his yellow col or and shrunken flesh and prom sed never to desert himagain. They told himof the
wonders and rarities they had seen on their journey and of the splendor of the wedding in Sind.
And if they had reservations about Rose’'s story, they did not say so in words.

A nonth passed, but though Hasan's health inproved, his nelancholy hardly abated. Wen he cl osed
his eyes he saw the face of the bird-miden, her nouth as magi cal as Sol onon’s seal and her hair

bl acker than the night of estrangenent after his own | ove-despair. Her brow was as bright as the
crescent noon on the eve of a feast after |long fasting, and her eyes were those of an innocent
gazell e. Her nose was straight as a cane, her cheeks like a bright anenone, lips |ike coral and
teeth |like strung pearls. She was perfection

Her |lips are sweet as honey, in their virginity; Keener than a scimtar, the glance she cast at

nme!

H s body had recovered, yes, but his spirit remai ned waxen. Al of his |longing and the extenporary
coupl ets spawned by it could not nmake real the intangible vision. The bird-miden had cast no

gl ance at him and had no inkling of his existence. If she had seen him she would have fl own that
much sooner.

At the end of that nmonth, Eldest organized a hunting and birding party of several days’ duration

Rose declined to acconmpany them ,By Allah, O ny sisters, | cannot join you while nmy brother is in
such plight, too ill to take proper care of hinself. | nust stay and confort himuntil he is well
again.*

El dest replied with a half-snmle. ,Allah will reward you for your efforts on behalf of our

br ot her. "

The six princesses rode forth without delay, carrying with them supplies for well over a
fortnight. ,Perhaps he will be better when we return,“ Eldest said wisely as they parted. Rose

ni ssed the significance.

Rose watched themuntil they were well out of sight and the noise of their aninmals faded. Then she
went eagerly to Hasan. ,Cone, brother,“ she said. ,Show ne the place where you saw t he mai dens. *“
Hasan, too, had observed the departure of the hunting party. ,Yes, sister,“ he agreed. He junped
to his feet and pronptly collapsed. Hi s enthusiasmwas greater than his strength, despite the

i mprovenent of his col or.

Rose put her arns around hi mwhere he sprawed, letting his head rest between her breasts while
she haul ed hi mupright. An observer m ght have suspected that she took nmore tine than was
necessary. ,Just hold on to nme, Hasan. 1’'Il get you there sonehow. “

He found that he could wal k well enough, with her support, and his strength gained steadily, now
that they were taking positive action. They stunbled through the forbidden roomhis old footprints
still plainly visible, for he had forgotten to dust-and up the spiral stair to the terrace.
.That's it,”“ he said, pointing to the splendid pavilion

» Now show me just where they came from and where they went, and describe everything you saw t hem
do. “

Hasan obliged, sparing no detail. He paid particular attention to the chief bird-miden and the
marvel s made nanifest by her nudity.

Rose pal ed, obviously upset. ,Ony sister,"
wan and troubl ed?”

.| amnot jealous,“ she snapped. ,Let’'s get out of here.*

Hasan inquired, ,what is the matter? Wiy are you so

Hasan had to make his own way down the steps. Rose led the way briskly to the library. ,I didn't
have a chance to |l ook while nmy sisters were here,” she explained, ,but there nust be sone
information on this. All | knowis that those bird-nmai dens cone every nonth or so to spend a day

sporting in the pool, and we |eave themstrictly al one because there is powerful nagic about them
We knew you' d get into trouble if you saw them That’'s why we tried to keep you away. Sonething
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awf ul woul d happen if they caught a man spying on them*

.| must have her," Hasan said.

Rose paced around the library. ,W have books on everything. If only | knew where to |ook.*
~Wiat’s that scroll on the table?"

She picked it up. ,This nust be sonething ny sister forgot to put away.“ She glanced at the title.
., Hasan! This is it!*

~adory be to Allah, the Omipotent!“ It did not occur to either of themto question this

coi nci dence.

.Listen to this, brother,“ she said, excited, and began to read. ,She who visiteth the pavilion on
the roof of the palace with her handmai dens and dansels of the courts is the daughter of the
sovereign of the jinn, the nost puissant of their kings, who hath dom nion over nmen and jinn and
wi zards and chiefs and tribes and cities and islands w thout nunber. He hath i mense wealth in
store and kings are his viceroys and vassals and none nay avail against himfor the nultitude of
his troops and the extent of his enpire and the nmuchness of his noneys. He hath assigned his
daughters a tract of country a whole year’s journey in length, a region gird about with great
rivers and oceans, and thereto none may attain, nor nan nor jinni, wthout his cognizance. He hath
an arnmy of women, smiters with swords and |lungers with |lances, five and twenty thousand i n nunber,
each of whom whenas she nounteth steed and donneth battl e-gear, eveneth a thousand kni ghts of the
bravest. "

.| knew she was a princess.“ Hasan said.

. Moreover he hath seven daughters, who in val or and prowess excel the amazons, and he hath made
the el dest Queen over the country aforesaid. She is the wi sest of her sisters and in val or and
horsenanship and craft and skill and magic excels all the folk of her dom nions. There is none
nore beautiful than she, and. “

Hasan nodded agreenent as Rose plowed through the description with sonething | ess than perfect
grace. ,She is ny love," he said.

.But Hasan-it is death to desire her. Her father would send his jinn to smash this pal ace and
everyone in it, if you even admtted to looking at her. She can’'t be as desirable as all that.*
L1011 dieif | don't possess her."

Rose gl anced further along in the text. ,Hasan ..
Faith.“

~M soul is hers,” he said sinply.

Chapter 6. Marriage

she said quietly. ,She is not of the True

~Now this is ny plan,“ Rose explained a few days later. ,According to what | have | earned, your
bird-naiden will be here again before ny sisters return fromthe hunt. You can never catch her as
| ong as she has the pluned skin, the cloak of feathers, because that is the handiwork of the jinn
But we can overcone that if you follow nmy instructions exactly.*

~Yes, Ony sister!“ Hasan said. Hi s responses were considerably faster now, and he felt stronger.
. YOu must take your place at dawn and stay well hidden until they conme. Don’t |let them see you, or
we will all lose our lives. W’ re lucky you didn’t bring calamty upon us all the last tinme. Stay
close to the pavilion, though. Wen they take off their feather-suits, nmake sure you know which
one belongs to the dansel you |love. Then steal it and hide it, w thout being caught yourself. She
can’t return to her country without her suit; when you nmaster it, you naster her.*

»But suppose they do see ne?"

~They’ Il kill you. Then they' Il fly home and tell the King, and he'll destroy us all, and our
father’s kingdomtoo.*“

» Wiy woul dn’t she take one of the other suits?”

Rose squinted thoughtfully. ,1 don't think the nagic works for anyone else. | nean, it has to be
tuned to the individual ... | don't know what | mean. We'|| just have to try it and see. If I'm
right, her conpanions will take off without her. Only then can you safely approach. By that tine
she’ Il know that it isn’t just an accident. Don’t let her beguile you with sorrowful words,
either. She'll say ‘O thou who hast robbed ne of ny rainment, restore it to nme, for | amat thy
hands and at thy nercy!’ If you relent-*

»She speaks a different |anguage,“ Hasan pointed out.

.1 know. Wth ostrich-down hind-parts . . . Anyway, if you relent and give back her suit, she’l
armherself with its magic and kill you and bring the vengeance of her sire upon us. Better not

| et her know you have the suit at all; hide it and keep it, and she will be your prisoner. Then

carry her down to your chanber, and she will be yours.*
Hasan was pleased with her advice. His sorrow left himand he felt up to the nost difficult task
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He ki ssed her, ate a hearty supper, and slept well that night.

He woke before dawn, took food and drink, said his prayers, and went to the terrace. He decided

i mredi ately against trying to hide inside the pavilion itself; they m ght approach it from any
direction and sniff himout before the transformation. He could not trust the tree nearest it,
either, because they landed there. He finally stayed right where he had the first tine: under the
shelter at the top of the stairs.

Not hi ng happened. At dusk Rose brought himneat and drink and a change of clothes, and he sl ept
right there on the terrace. It was the sane the follow ng day, and the next, but he did not give
up hope. On the contrary, his vigil seened to inprove his outlook, and he felt better than he had
in a nonth. He rejoiced when he saw the new noon cone, for he renenbered that this had been the
tinme of the nonth when he had spied the nai dens before.

And the birds canme! Once nore they arrowed across the plain fromthe distant ocean, circled the
pal ace, perceived nobody, and alighted in turn and trooped into the pavilion. Hasan hoped the
cal am tous beating of his own heart would not betray him

Again they doffed their suits and stood reveal ed as beautiful girls. The loveliest of all was the
princess. Hasan never took his eyes off her until she set aside the feather-suit; then he fixed
the place in his mind with exceeding care. If he nade a nistake, he would get the wong girl

and the princess, warned by the episode, mght never return.

He waited, tense with excitenent, as one by one they entered the pool. The last to go was his

| ove. For agoni zed nonents he was afraid she wouldn’t swimat all, this tine. She finally joined
t he ot hers.

Hasan cl enched his teeth to prevent their chatter in the violence of his enotion, and craw ed
toward the pavilion. He was in plain sight, now, if one of them happened to | ook this way, he was
done for. But they shrieked and spl ashed each other nerrily, oblivious to everything out- side the
pool

Their noi se even covered the involuntary sounds he made craw ing through pebbles and brush. All ah
was with himso far.

He reached the wall of the pavilion and hunched beside it, invisible for the nonent unl ess one of
them chose to conme and | ook over the edge. But the hardest part of his task was just ahead.

He crawl ed cautiously to the place where the surround- ing wall dropped down to formthe entrance.
He woul d have to go inside, for the suit he was after was beyond his reach fromthe outside. Wy
hadn’t he thought to attach a hook to a line, and fish for it!

He paused. Wuld it be better to retreat, and wait for the following nonth with better

preparati ons? He could | ose everything by his precipitous urgency. Then he heard the glad | aughter
of the princess, and his heart was charged with renewed determ nati on. He had to have her now
This was the key nove. He could not tell whether they were | ooking his way except by poki ng out
his head. Once he did that, the spear was cast. Either they spied himor they did not; it was the
chance he had to take.

He noved, and saw the pool, scarcely twenty feet away. One girl was facing him He froze, panic-
stricken, as she squinted her eyes, brought her hand up. He heard her say sonething in that
strange | anguage. Then another girl came to her and peered into her face.

Relief! She had a speck in her eye. He craw ed quickly into the pavilion and hid hinself behind

t he nearest bench. Success was so close, now, he had only to circle a quarter of the way around
the pool and grab the feather-suit frombehind this protection. If only they stayed in the pool
The happy squeal s conti nued. The backs of the benches farthest fromthe entrance were hollow It
seened that the builder had econom zed on the expensive stone and brick. Hasan approached the
suit, reached up ..

There was a sudden | ull

»Wiat’'s the matter, M stress?”

The | anguage was foreign, but that was what the tone said. Had he been spotted?

The noi se and | aughter resumed in a burst. He had worried for nothing; apparently it had been sone
monmen- tary girlish game, damm ng up the twitter only to release it all at once. He had to
renenber that: the words he thought he heard were honunculi, and could not be trusted.

He reached up again, found the suit, took hold of its soft material, and yanked.

It cane down with a thud, the feathers rattling against the stone. This tine the abrupt silence
was no mistake. They had heard!

How coul d he have been so stupid! He should have brought the cloak down gently, a contour at a
time, so that no noise could result. Now

There was a burst of chatter. Hasan |ay where he was, translating the sounds with a certainty that
went beyond | anguage. ,What was that noise?* ,Sonmeone is here!* ,Kill him*“ Should he junp up and
run for it now?
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No-they could easily catch him and that would be the end. Even if he nade the stairs, and slamed
the door and escaped today, all would be undone when they reported to their King. Not only his own
life. The lives of all his sisters, and their father too.

What could he do? Their steps were already sounding on the pavenent circling the pool. He was
trapped.

He coul d play dead! Perhaps, that way, they would at |east spare the palace, thinking that a
stranger had died on the roof w thout the know edge of the sisters. O course, they would quickly

detect the warnmth of his body ... but he was still alittle sallowfromhis illness, and if he
pr et ended unconsci ousness, this would be all the nore evidence that no one had cared for him He
hoped.

He straightened, Iying prone on the tile-and redi scov- ered the space under the bench. He rolled
into the cavity without thinking.

The bricks were solid on the side facing the pool, neeting the polished stone without a chink
Appear ance was everything, fortunately. He was invisible again. He night yet escape, if they
didn’t search too carefully.

If there weren't any snakes or spiders or |eeches lurking in this dust.

There was the slap of wet feet against dry brick, and another exclanation. ,Princess-your suit is
gone!“ \What el se could they be saying?

A soprano hubbub i mredi ately over his head. Bare toes, dainty and beautifully manicured, comng to
rest inches fromhis face. In spite of his predicament, Hasan thrilled to the satin snoot hness of
that foot, the slender perfection of the ankle. This was the foot of the princess, tantalizingly
close. He was strongly tenpted to slide for- ward and kiss it, and to Tophet with the consequence!
Hi s nose itched. The snell of the feathers was-

He bit his tongue. The pain seenmed to stave off the oncomi ng sneeze, for the tinme being.

~ My cloak-it fell off the bench!* What a delightful voice belonged to that foot! Such a voice,

i nconmprehensi- ble or not, was well fit to die for.

Tapered fingers descended, grasping the cloak. Hasan’s breath stopped in his throat as he thought
of the nakedness of that hand and that foot and the body connecting them Wat mght he glinpse if
he poked his head out and | ooked up now? Was death too great a price to pay?

Mel odi ous | aughter. ,That was all-your suit fell down!“ W were worried over nothing!“ The foot
withdrew, flicking a |last droplet of water onto Hasan's nose, and the crisis-and opportunity-was
over. They were returning to the pool.

But he still didn’t have the suit. And now, he could not be sure which one was hers.

Hasan sent off a fervent prayer to Allah, reached up once nore, casting about blindly upon the
bench-and touched the feather-suit. She had not noved it.

He brought it down-carefully-and nmaneuvered his body to head in the direction of the exit. This
was not easy to do without sitting up, and the nmagi c robe encunbered him It was light-as |ight as
a feather-but bul ky, and although he knew it was his enemy he could not bring hinself to damage
any part of it. This was an article of her clothing, that had once clung to her marvelous ... but
not hi ng she had touched deserved destruction at his hands.

The return-plunge through the entrance, the anxious hesitation outside the wall-these were things
he nust have done, but he was never able to remenber them The worst was over. They had not

di scovered him and he had the suit. If they continued bathing just a little Ionger

They did, and Hasan made it safely to the shelter of the stairs. It was nerely a matter of tine,
now, before he achieved his desire.

But the suit! What was he to do with it? If he kept it here the dansels would see it, and all his
expl oits would be rendered neaningless. If he took it into the palace, the princess mght escape
during his absence.

Escape? They could do nothing in his absence that they couldn’'t do as readily in his presence. He
nmust secure the feather-suit first; then he could do what he Iiked.

He descended the steps and carried the cloak to his chanber. He enptied the clothing fromhis

| argest chest, laid the beautiful feather-dress in the bottom piled other things on top of it,
and closed the lid and | ocked it.

The girls on the terrace had not mssed him He stood concealed by the stairs and waited for the

i nevitabl e.

This time the princess-actually, he supposed she was the Queen, but she seened so young-took a
wal k in her del ectable green dress, arranging her hair with strokes froma jewel ed conb. Hasan had
never imagi ned anything so |ovely. Looking upon her noble serenity, he was sorry that it was to be
so short-lived. Not for anything would he hurt this elegant creature ... but he had to capture her
and tanme her before he could worship her.

M dafternoon, and the group prepared to fly. Now at |ast the shrieks began in earnest. Hasan
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stayed hi dden, watching as the princess beat her breast and tore her el egant rainment; but her
magi ¢ pl umage was gone, and she was hel pl ess. Her handnai dens wept and searched every cranny of
the pavilion and the water and shore and vegeta- tion around it-but as the shadows | engthened,
they donned their own suits and departed.

Hasan felt a fierce synpathy for the princess, for this scene brought poignant nenories of his own
hour of dismay, years ago. He had been a young heir in Bassorah, and friends had congregated daily
at his house to share the feasts. Then, when his carel essly-spent wealth ran out, they had
deserted himas these nmai dens were deserting their nmistress in her hour of need. Had they stood by
her, he woul d have been able to do nothing. They could have ransacked the pal ace and recovered the
feather-suit. But not one of themcared to risk her life by staying the night.

Dusk, and the princess was al one. She sat naked on the wall of the pavilion, silent in her

despair. Briefly she raised her head and spoke desolately to the one she nust have known was
listening, and once nore Hasan seened to understand. ,O who has taken ny dress and stripped ne
cruelly, | beseech you to restore it to ne and cover ny shane, for the night is upon me and I am
al one.“ Then she wept.

What enpathy he had with her! He could not treat her thus. He would fetch back the-

She heard his notion and spread her arns as if to fly, helplessly. The tinme had cone.

Hasan stepped out from his hiding-place and stood be- fore the dansel. ,Do not be afraid of ne,*“
he said soothingly. ,Daughter of majesty, | |ove you."“

She had been beautiful in serenity and lovely in sorrow, now she was tantalizing in fright. She

| eapt up and ran around the pavilion, her long tresses sailing out behind. Hasan was afraid that
in her desperation she mght forget again that she could not fly and fling herself off the pal ace
roof. He had to catch her inmediately.

He chased her. She screaned and tried to hide behind a tree; his action was conpoundi ng her
terror. How had he gotten into this? Wuldn't it have been better to let her fly in beauty, than
to kill her through terror? He could still return to his chanmber, bring out the suit-

She plunged headlong for the edge. He | eaped, reached out his hand, and caught her rich black
hair. She was snared. He brought her, birdlike, to him and circled her slimwaist with his armso
that she coul d not escape.

She fluttered and fought, her ruby nouth open in a soundl ess scream breasts heaving in pathetic
but alluring panic. But the |oss of her feather-suit had robbed her of vitality. Her struggles

di m ni shed and ceased.

Never had Hasan felt so nuch like an uncl ean swi ne.

Captive, she wal ked passively beside himas he brought her to the stair. She was beautiful even in
pat hos. He hooked his hand again in her hair and kept his eyes away from her body as she preceded
hi m down into the pal ace. He was ashaned, now, to | ook at her

Hasan gui ded her to his chanber, set her on his bed, and threw a striped silken cloak over her. He
left her there, weeping and biting her hands in grief. He | ocked the door and rushed to find Rose
for further advice.

Rose met himin the hall. She was carrying his nightly nmeal, not realizing that this had been the
day. ,l’ve got her!“ he shouted. ,Now what do | do?*

Rose accepted the news with [imted enthusiasm ,|I was afraid it would work,“ she said. ,Wll, 1'd
better go talk with her. You're not good for much, right now “

She set course for Hasan’s room still bearing the tray. ,Wat about ny-“ he began, hungry now.
.G find your own,“ she told himsharply. ,She has to eat too, you know.“ He retreated to a garden
and plucked sonme fruit, feeling ashaned.

Ti re passed. N ght canme upon the palace, and still Rose did not energe fromhis chanber. Dimlight
shone under the door, which was | ocked against him He had a key, of course, but took the hint. He
put his ear to the door and |istened.

Rose was talking. ,... so he took the feather-suit and burned it, and waited until you were al one
so that he could bring you in. He did not nean to harmyou, or even to frighten you; he did al
this only because he was mad with | ove for you. You know how these Arabs are. OQtherw se he woul d
not have pined away w thout eating or sleeping, all for your sake, and al nost died before we found
him*“

A muf fl ed weeping was the only reply.

»Now | know you can't understand my words any nore than | can understand yours, except that we
both are wonmen,“ Rose continued steadily. She enpl oyed the tone she woul d have used to soothe a
wild bird. ,Wen ny sisters return, we’ll see about teaching you our |language. It is only the wll
of Allah that we are able to talk with Hasan, you know, for nobst of the people we knowin Sind
speak the dialects of the continent. But that's another story, and you don’'t want to hear about

| anguage and geog- raphy right now, do you. I'mgoing to | eave you here for the night, and you'll
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see that no one is going to hurt you. And if you can understand anything at all that |’ m saying,
thi nk about this: wonan was not made except to be |oved by man. Hasan isn't bright, but he is
handsonme and he | oves you and he will make you a perfect husband. He is naive but very nice, and
that is exactly the way a nman should be. If you respond to himand treat himdecently, he will be
your slave for life-and that is nore inportant than all your father’'s pal aces and troops and
magi c. | would gladly change places with you, but Allah did not grant this thing to nme. You are
the one he loves, and the sooner you conme to terms with this the happier you' Il be. You think
you're the captive, but the truth is that he is the captive. Have pity on himand give himthe
chance he deserves. You could have been served with nore bitter fruit.” Hasan tip-toed away.

The bird-nmai den was subdued in the norning, and ap- peared to be resigned to her fate. Rose
brought her food and tal ked to her and dressed her in a clean robe, and noved her into a chanber
of her own so that Hasan could recover his room This relieved his alarmlest the captive discover
the feather-suit, so near at hand all night. He stayed well clear of the proceedi ngs, disnmayed
that his sister should have to pronbte his suit, but certain that he would botch things horribly
by hinsel f.

Two days | ater Rose sumoned him ,She’s doing better now,“ she said, but something in her
attitude re- newed Hasan's feeling of guilt. ,1 think she knows nore of our |anguage than she
pretends. It's tinme for you to talk to her.*

» R ght now?" Hasan asked, imedi ately bashful

- YOU have to neet her sonetime, Hasan.“ Rose took himfirmy by the armand trotted himto his
room ,First I'll have to make you presentabl e, though. No woman would find you attractive if she
saw you the way you usually hang around the pal ace.” She covered the catch in her voice by
bustling through the collection of robes they had provided him ,Put this on. And conb your hair.

And cl ean of f those sandal s-here. 1'lIl find you better ones. Go take a bath.*
Hasan was changed and groomed willy-nilly. ,Men have no taste in clothing,“ Rose conplai ned.
. They' d never get married at all if it weren't for wonen.“ She led himto the bird-maiden’s

chanmber. ,Now speak softly to her, Hasan-renenber, she has to be tamed. And take her a present-
here, 1’1l get you sonething suitable.*

»Maybe 1'd better wait until tonorrow"“

He found hinself before the forbidden door of the cap- tive' s chanber, an attractive bouquet in
his hand and utter confusion in his mnd. ,I can't,“ he whispered, shaking.

Rose paid no attention. She opened the door, pushed himinside, and slamred it behind him

The princess reclined on a divan, so astonishingly Iovely he could hardly | ook at her directly.
She wore a light veil which only increased her allurenent, and a dress of scarlet satin that set
of f her coal-black hair in a nanner that took Hasan’s breath away. Mbst notabl e was the robe she
graced; it was thrown | oosely over her other garnents and was decorated in red gold with figures
of wild beasts, and birds whose eyes and beaks were gens and whose claws were red rubi es and green
beryl . Her neck was enbraced by a chain of great round jewels, and even her slippers sparkled
richly.

Hasan stunbl ed across the room and held out his bou- quet. She ignored it. He was |left awkwardly
supporting the flowers in sweaty, trenbling hands. ,Princess,” he be- gan, but could think of

not hing nore to say.

Dark | ashes flickered contenptuously. How coul d he ever have aspired to such a woman! She was the
daughter of a mighty king, while he was nothing but a nerchant’s son. He could not even speak in
her presence wi thout choking over his stupid tongue. He was not worthy to kiss her feet.

Kiss her feet. The vision of her bare ankle beside the pavilion bench cane back to him He had

al nost been ready to sacrifice his life for the privilege of a single gesture, then. Could he do
| ess now?

Hasan dropped to his knees, put a quaking hand to her outstretched slipper, and took it off. He
set the flowers aside and gently nmassaged the sole of her foot. Arabian wonmen, he knew, were

qui ckly mell owed by such treat- nent. He kissed it, and suddenly the words were undanmed.
~,Oprincess of the fairest, life of the lovely sprites and delight of all who behold you, be easy
in your heart, for | conme to you only in order to be your bondsnan till the Day of Doom | m ght
have captured one of your hand- naidens, but not one of them conpared to yourself in beauty and
grace, and indeed there is not in all the world a fairer naiden than you

,O my lady! | have no desire except to take you as ny wife, after the law of Allah and the
practice of His Apos- tle, and to journey with you to ny own country. And | will buy you

handnai dens and chattels, and my nother, who is the best of wonen, will do you service. There is
no finer land than nmne; everything there is better than el sewhere, and its folk are pl easant and
bright. Only consent to cone with ne and et me worship in the Iight of your smle, and-*“

She had not spoken a syllable or noved a toe, but he had to break off at the sound of knocking
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from bel ow. Soneone was at the front gate! The sisters had returned!

He was tongue-tied again. Quickly he replaced the slip- per, as though tidying furniture, and
stood up. He left the flowers on the floor

.| must go,“ he said, backing away. ,But | love you."

She made no sign.

Downst airs he found the six sisters in their hunting clothing, soiled and tired and | aden with
ganme. ,\Wel- cone!“ he cried.

- You | ook much better, brother,” Eldest said, eyeing his elaborate outfit. He had forgotten to
change! ,We'll join you shortly.” And the six retired to their roonms to clean up and don nore
fem ni ne appar el

Hasan | ooked at their collection of gane. They had taken gazelles and wild dogs and | eopards and
even a small bear. It had been a good hunt. In due course the sisters enmerged fromtheir chanbers,
refreshed and delicately robed. Hasan went up to each in turn, kissing her and expressing great
affection. ,Wiy so friendly, so suddenly?* Fifth inquired, flattered. ,Did you have a fight with
Rose?“ Second asked. ,1'’mglad to see you so rmuch inproved, Hasan,“ Sixth said. ,| wonder whether
we cane back too soon,“ Eldest said, ,or too late."

Hasan was abruptly overwhel ned by his own deception, seenmngly so transparent. Wiy had he wooed a
foreign dansel, when these were his true friends, his dear sisters? The hot tears cane to his
eyes. He was unworthy of them

They qui ckly noted his distress, and turned inquiring glances to Rose, who had just appeared. But
Rose re- mmined al oof, letting Hasan sol ve his problem hinsel f.

» W& thought you were over this sadness, brother,” Third remarked. ,Do you m ss your nother and

your native land? W would not hold you here against your will. W |ove your conpany, but rather
than see you weep, we will equip you and send you hone again.*
Hasan | ooked about, startled. ,By Allah, sisters, | could not |eave you!*"

»Whi ch of us has vexed you, then?* Second asked, softening. ,Wiy are you so troubled, when we

t hought you were doing so well?*

Hasan stood silent, unable to cone up with any reply. How could he tell themthe truth? They m ght
be furious, and cast himout and kill the princess. .

He noticed that Eldest and Sixth stood a little apart, no | onger participating in the questioning.
They suspect ed!

Rose finally filled the silence. ,Maybe our brother caught a bird fromthe air, and wants you to
hel p himtame her,” she said maliciously. ,A very pretty bird."

.1s that right, Hasan?* Fifth asked him ,Show her to us! W Il be glad to help. Tell us
everything. How did you snare her? Wat does she | ook |ike?"

Hasan cast about in total confusion. How could he avoid telling then? Yet he was unable to begin.
Why was Rose baiting himnow, when she had done so much to hel p?

He went to her and got down on his knees and ki ssed the hem of her skirt. ,1 am ashamed,“ he said
. Pl ease help ne.*
Now the tears cane to Rose’s eyes. ,No Hasan-1 amthe one who is ashanmed. Get up; 1'Il tell them*

She led himto a couch and put her arm around his shoul ders.

,O my sisters, when we went away to visit our father and | eft al one this unhappy one, the pal ace
was too quiet for himand he fell to exploring all the roons and courts of the palace for sone
di version. He opened the door to the staircase |eading to the roof-*

.,Ddn't you tell himnot to-“ Fifth broke in, alarned.

.Perhaps | forgot, sister. He sat upon the roof, hoping to see the first sign of our return, and
al so to nmake sure no eneny cane upon the pal ace unawares. Suddenly he saw ten birds approaching,
and they lighted on the brink of the basin which is in the pavilion. He watched these birds, for
they were nmarvel ously strange, and saw anong them one goodlier than the rest, who pecked the

ot hers, but agai nst whom none of themdared to put out a claw. Presently they set their nails to
their neck-collars and rent their feather-suits and becane dansels |like full nmoons. They fell to
playing in the water, and the one who was the chi ef-dansel was fairest in favor of themall, and
our brother was distracted by her charns and his heart was afire with love for her. Then they
donned their feather-suits and flew away hone, and he fell sick with longing and repented that he
had not sonehow captured her. He abode on the pal ace-roof abstaining fromneat and drink and sl eep
for a whole nonth when behol d! the birds appeared again. So he stole the chief dansel’s feather-
suit and burned it and when the others flew away he seized her and carried her into the pal ace.”
» YOu mean she’s here?"

.Locked in a special chanber,“ Rose replied.

»What does she | ook |ike?"

.She is fairer than the noon on the fullest night and her face shines brighter than the sun. The
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dew of her lips is sweeter than honey and her shape is nore slender and supple than tall cane. Her
eyes are black as the night and her brow white as a flower. Her bosom“ here Rose took a breath as
though to suppress a tinge of envy. ,Her bosomis as bright as a jewel, and her breasts are two
ponegranates and her cheeks apples. Her wai st has beauti- ful dinples and her navel is as snpoth
as carved ivory and her |legs are al abaster colums. Surely she is goodly of shape and sweet of
smile, and ravishes all hearts with her splendid symetry.*

.1 n other words,“ Eldest said dryly, ,a pretty girl. Hasan, you' d better show her to us.*

Where was the shock, the outrage? They hardly seemed surprised. Dunbly he led the way to the
princess’s cham ber and ushered themin. The bird-nmiden seened not to have noved a nuscl e since
Hasan had left her in the norning, but the flowers had been renoved.

They stood in a semcircle studying her, while Hasan fidgeted. Wiat woul d their judgnent be?

El dest turned to himand cl anped her hand upon his shoul der. ,Brother-you have excellent taste in
wonen. “ She smil ed.

The trial was over alnpst before it had begun. It was all right! They had accepted the bird-

mai den.

~VWell, let's not dawdl e.“ El dest was gruff. ,What’'s happened has happened, and obvi ously Hasan
will have to marry her. Sister, you know sonething of her |anguage, don't you?“

Sixth, the librarian and schol ar, nodded. Hasan had a retroactive suspicion about the book left so
conveniently on the table, and indeed, about the entire series of events follow ng the sisters’
return fromtheir visit honme. How rmuch had they known?

Si xth spoke unintelligibly. The bird-maiden’s head lifted. She |ooked sharply at Hasan, first with
royal indignation and then, slowy, with heavy-lidded appraisal. He won- dered just what Sixth was
saying to her. Finally the princess inclined her head, and El dest stepped to her side. Wat was
goi ng on?

Si xth beckoned to him ,Brother, go to the storeroomand fetch a good handful of gold. Hurry.*

» But - “

She shoved himout the door and closed it behind him This was the second tine this had happened
today, and he still wasn’t quite certain what it signified. He heard ani- nated conversation
behi nd himas he went for the noney.

Wien he returned, his sisters were seated in a circle on the floor, and Rose was quietly crying.
»Put the noney on the table, Hasan,“ Sixth directed, and he did so. It cane to himlike a dawning
sun: this was the betrothal! The bird-maiden had agreed to marry him

.St down,“ Eldest said, indicating a space immedi- ately before her. He crossed his | egs and sat.
She rai sed her right hand and cl asped his, pressing her upraised thunmb agai nst his.

Si xth cane over and dropped a handkerchi ef over the joined hands. ,dory be to Allah, the

Conpassi onate, the Merciful, and blessed be H's Prophet, in whose nane we performthis cerenony,“
she intoned sol emmly.

.| hereby betroth to thee,“ Eldest said, tightening her grip on his hand, ,the damsel for whom|
act as deputy, Sana of the Isles of Wak, for the dowy duly presented.” Sixth translated for the
wat chi ng bi rd-mai den, who nodded.

It was Hasan's turn. ,| accept fromthee her betrothal to nyself,“ he said, hardly believing it.
They recited the opening chapter of the Koran, and it was done. ,Cone-we feast!“ Eldest said, and
gui ded Hasan down to the banquet-hall where everything was mracul ously spread out.

Hasan was able to renmenber al nost nothing of the celebration that foll owed, except that it |asted
all afternoon and well into the night and matched the spl endor of any royal weddi ng. Sweet
sherbets were served instead of the forbidden al coholic beverages of corrupt courts, yet sone- how
his head spun nore dizzily with every glass he downed.

That evening he entered the nuptial apartment, and she was there, standing in her bridal gown,

wai ting. He re- noved her veil, the veil that would never conceal her face from himagain, and
once nore was dazzl ed by her beauty.

She lifted off her silken dress and showed himher breasts, delights fit for caliphs, half-hidden
by the flowing hair of her head. She dropped her petticoat trousers and reveal ed to hi m her

remai ning delights, this tine intentionally.

Hasan becane a nman of action. He rose and threw her on the bed and rent the veil and opened the
gate and broke the seal and pierced her every secret; nor was it nisery that kept him sl eepless

t hr oughout that marvel ous night!

Perhaps it was well that he did not renenber that his sisters were standi ng outside the chanber
door, thankful for the sounds of his good fortune and remarki ng upon them ... but nostalgic for
the simlar joys forbidden to each of them

Hasan stayed at the palace with his bride for forty days, and his affection for her and delight in
her love increased. He did not question the sudden ease with which she had yielded herself to him
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nor worry unduly that the joys so readily gained mght as readily be | ost again.

Bit by bit he | earned her |anguage, and she |learned his, and his satisfaction mounted as he cane
to conmprehend her m nd as well as her body. She was clever but docile; her learning had versed her
in many things, but once she had given herself to him these things were his.

The seven sisters eagerly assisted the couple, naking every day a holiday and every neal a feast.
They congrat- ulated himupon his marriage, and Sana the bird-nai den upon hers. Even Rose became
reconcil ed, discovering that the sharing of affection did not after all dimnish it, and she

remai ned as close to Hasan as she had ever been.

It was the happi est period Hasan had ever known. Sana, too, seened content; she never spoke of her
| ost feather-suit or of the mighty kingdomleft forever behind. She had known fromthe start that
t he handmai dens who had deserted her at the pavilion would never dare return hone; all of them
woul d have been executed for their betrayal

Perhaps it was Sana’'s royal training that gave her the courage and spirit to accept her situation.
Certainly she never hinted otherw se.

Chapter 7. M schi ef

At the end of that forty days Hasan had a dream He saw his nother mourning for him Her bones
wer e wasted and her conplexion had turned to yell ow parchnent. She was near to death from sorrow,
whil e Hasan was in excellent health. She saw him and cried: ,O0 ny son, O Hasan, howis it that
you live such a life of ease and |uxury, but forget your old nother? Look at ny plight since you
were taken fromnme! My tongue will never cease repeating your nanme until | perish, and I have nade
a tonb in ny house, so that | cannot forget you. Ony son, if only I could have you with ne
again!*“

Hasan’s joy deserted him He woke with tears in his eyes and sorrow in his heart for the great
wrong he had done his nother by neglecting her. Mre than once he had been reni nded, but each tine
he had selfishly put the matter fromhis nind. What if she died before he saw her again? This tine
he woul d have to act: he would have to make it right.

But how coul d he I eave his bel oved sisters, who had done everything for himand even obtained for
himhis lovely bride? He tossed on the bed, and could not return to sleep though the dawn was | ong

in com ng.
In the norning Rose cane in with a snile on her face. ,Get up, Hasan,“ she said. ,Man’s work may
last all night, but not all day as well. G ve your poor wife a rest.”

When Hasan did not reply, she turned to Sana. ,What’'s the matter with hin? Didn't you treat him
properly last night?"

Sana shook her head in bew | dernent. ,He screamin dark,“ she said, still slow to pronounce the
unfam liar words. ,Roll over, not say word, not sleep.*

,Ddn"t you ask hin®“

.Not talk to ne. Sad, silent.*

Rose plunped down on the bed beside Hasan. ,Come, brother, tell sister. Wat ails you?"

Hasan groaned, but roused hinself and told her his night- nmare. Rose |istened, understood, and ran
fromthe room

Soon all seven sisters appeared. Their countenance was grave. Eldest took the initiative:
.Brother, we shall not hinder you fromvisiting your nother. Do as you will, in Alah's nane, and
we will help you by whatever neans we my. "

. W' ve had you for over a year,“ Rose added, muf- fled. ,It couldn't |last forever."

»,CG0 With our blessing,“ Sixth said. Her voice also had a catch. ,But you nust prom se to visit us,
if only once a year."

.1 prom se!* Hasan exclai nmed, suddenly relieved. ,To hear is to obey. Thank you, thank you, O ny
sisters!”

They nade i mmedi ate preparations for the trip. The sisters gathered an i mense store of wealth to
give the traveling couple; entire chests of gold and silver and pre- cious jewels, wardrobes of
costly garnents for Hasan and queenly rainment for Sana, and other gifts defying descrip- tion

There were nore than fifty caskets in all, not one of themlight, and he despaired of transporting
them the great distance to his home in Bassorah
»Have you forgotten the magician’'s drum brother?* Rose inquired sadly. ,1'lIl show you how to use

it."

Hasan had forgotten the drum ,But how can three canels carry all this?"

»You don’'t know much about magic, do you?* she said with a spark of her old enthusiasm ,Beat the
drum *

Hasan obeyed, sitting beyond the gate and pounding it rhythmcally with the strap in the way he
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had so often observed Bahram doing it. The sound of it bothered him for it brought recollections
of an experience that had not been happy. Before long the three dronmedaries approached.

Three? Twi ce he had seen one kill ed.

.Don’t stop, Hasan-that's only the beginning.*

Mystified, he continued, although the animals were stand- ing right in front of him Then he
under st ood.

More beasts were com ng, and not only canels. There were oxen and nul es and horses and el ephant s-
creatures fromevery part of the world, sumoned unerringly by the drum The plain was covered
with their tracks, and an arny of themmnilled about him

They selected the finest aninals and fornmed theminto a caravan, |oading each with the proper
burden of gear. It took several days to conplete the arrangenents.

The seven sisters acconpani ed Hasan and his bride for the first three days, according to the
dictates of royal etiquette, during which tinme they acconplished a journey north that matched the
one he and the nmgician had made in a fortnight. The animals were nagically swi ft, when prodded.
Apparently Bahrain hinself hadn’t known very much about magic.

They approached the section where the sea barred the way. Far across the restless waters Hasan
could see the nountains of the |and beyond. ,Here we nust |eave you,“ Eldest said, ,for we dare
not go beyond the linmits our father has inposed upon us. But stay firmon the backs of your
nmounts, and they will carry you safely across.*

Now was the hour of parting, and it was unbearably difficult. Each sister kissed Hasan

af fectionately while Sana | ooked on with an indifferent expression and each bade him fond
farewel | . Rose was the | ast; but though she approached bravely with her little chin uplifted, her
com posure broke when she touched him She flung her arms around his neck and wept as though her
soul would fly.

Hasan hel d her, deeply touched; but the animals were inpatient and he had to | oosen her enbrace.
She sl unped agai nst him her head lolling. She was unconsci ous.

El dest came to pick her up, but Rose recovered at once fromher faint and stood by herself. ,Ony
brother,“ she said with pathetic calm ,if anything happens to you beat the drum and choose the
swi ftest canel and conme to see us as fast as you can.“

0 Will, ny sister.”

»And renmenber you pronised to visit us every six nonths.*

. Whenever | can, ny sister.“ Now was not the time to qui bble over the agreed peri od.

-And never forget that we | ove you and-*“

El dest |l ed her away, still talking. Hasan covered up his own tears by shouting at the caravan of
ani mal s. They plunged into the ocean and drove for the opposite shore.

He | ooked back once, and saw the seven watching for- lornly, Rose with her hair tunbl ed over her
face in grief. Eldest waved-or perhaps she was gesturing himon-and that was all. He turned his
face resolutely forward and did not glance back again.

It was a | ong and adventurous journey over plain and desert and nountain and vall ey, through
burning sun and torrential rain, past elegant cities and deserted w | derness; but the bl essing of
Al'l ah was upon them and after nmonths of travel they reached Bassorah wi thout calamty.

Hasan brought his caravan to the door of his house and di smounted. The domicile seened oddly
smal |, after his absence, though he knew that he was the one who had changed. As he put his hand
to the door he paused. He heard weeping, as though soneone within were fainting fromsorrow and on
fire with grief. For a nonent he thought of Rose, inconsolable in her |ovely pal ace, day and

ni ght; but of course she was not here.

He entered-and found his nother wailing before his tonb, exactly as the nagician had showed himin
the vision. She was enmci at ed beyond description, and he was amazed that she was still alive.

» Mot her,“ he said, inadequately.

She | ooked up at himwi th staring eyes. ,Hasan,“ she said, and fell to the floor in a faint.

He rushed to her and lifted her dry husk of a body and carried her to the divan, where he bathed
her hands with water. As quickly as she had passed out, she recovered, and enbraced hi mand ki ssed
him ,Were have you been these two years, ny son, and how did you escape the terrible Persian?”
.1 slew him* Hasan said, his chest inflating slightly. ,And now | have conme hone with riches not
even the Caliph can match, and the nost beautiful bride in the world!"“

She was shocked. ,Hasan! You narried without con- sulting your nother!*”

Hasan smiled to see her revert so rapidly to normal. ,It happened suddenly, Mother, or | never
woul d have ne- glected you. May | bring her in?"

» You brought that hussy here?* she screeched with a fine store of indignation. She junped up as
alertly as her state permtted and bustl ed about the house, attenpting to abolish in a nminute the
di sorder of two years.

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (40 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:13 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20A nthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Hasan.txt

Hasan went outside, unloaded the canels and other aninmals of his caravan, and disnmi ssed them He
took Sana by the hand and I ed her into the house, heavily veil ed.

~Awfel” the old worman was nmuttering. ,1 will not share the roof with-*“ Then she saw that it was
too late. She coll apsed on the divan, winging her hands.

Hasan reached up to renpbve Sana’'s veil, since she was inside now, but his nother objected
strenuously. ,No!“ she exclained, turning her back. ,I will not |ook at her.*

Hasan sniled and set his wife on the opposite divan. ,Let me tell you of ny adventures, Mt her;
then perhaps your heart will soften, for I know you are generous and forgiving.“ And while his

nmot her sat with face averted, he recounted the whole of his adventures since his involuntary
departure from Bassorah: the ocean voyage, the flight in the camel-skin, the betrayal by Bahram
the delight of the seven sisters, the revenge against the nagician, his capture of the bird-naiden
and the dream whi ch brought hi mhome to Bassorah again.

Hi s not her relented enough to rise and exam ne the baggage, and when she saw the i mense weal th
and knew that they would never be poor again, her disposition im proved somewhat. At |ast she
condescended to | ook upon the King s daughter, Hasan’s wife, grunbling all the while.

Hasan renoved the veil and let Sana’s beauty shine forth. The old worman halted her nobnol og
abruptly, stunned. She stared for several m nutes.

At length she recovered and put out her hand. ,My son has mistreated you terribly,“ she said.

.l magine forcing a lovely child like you to ride a canmel across the ends of the earth! Cone, ny
daughter-1'11 take care of you."*

Next norning Hasan’ s nother took Sana shoppi ng and bought her the finest furniture in the city,
together with el aborate new clothing and utensils of solid silver and gold. No praise was too
extravagant for the adorable bride, and no reprimand too sharp for the callous son

Hasan bore up under the abuse with suitable dignity, hardly concealing his secret pleasure. He
woul d not have had it otherwi se.

But he was not allowed to relax. ,Ony son,“ his nother said, ,we cannot tarry in this town with
all this wealth, for we are poor folk. Already | have heard the nei ghbors whispering of alchemny.
They will nmake trouble for us, be certain of that.”

Hasan was appropriately contrite. This problem had al- ready occurred to himbut his nother woul d
never have budged if he had suggested that they nove to escape the fury and avarice of jeal ous
city-fol k. ,What can we do, Mother?"

. W nust depart for Baghdad, where everyone is wealthy and we nay dwell in the Caliph’s sanctuary.
Then you shall sit in a shop and buy and sell in the sight of Allah-to Hmall mght and mj esty!-
and no one will suspect the source of your fortune.*

. Excellent advice, Mdther! | shall do exactly as your w sdom prescribes.” Hasan had not dealt with

a magi ci an, seven royal sisters, and a captive wife wi thout |earning sonething of diplomacy.

He swung into action. He sold the house, sumoned the dronedaries, and | oaded themwth all their
goods and gear. Then he took his nother and wife down to the great docks, where the two mighty
rivers joined, and hired a craft to carry all their possessions.

The sail up the Tigris took ten days. The land on either side was flat and featurel ess, palmtrees
projecting on the horizon. Huge rafts of cut reeds drifted slowy down- stream tw ce the |length
of their ship but bearing only two or three nmen apiece. Canels travel ed the banks of the river
wher ever the ground was solid enough to sustain them

The marshes dwi ndl ed inperceptibly, and the irrigation ditches becane sloppy and finally

nonexi stent. Toward the end of the trip the signs of civilization reappeared, and they cane in

si ght of Baghdad, the fabulous Round City, with its elegant towers and mnarets and spires show ng
above the mighty wall. This was the richest capital in the world. Only the chief city of

Byzantium in the land of the Christian infidels, was said to rival it in splendor. Hasan

di scounted such clains; every True Believer had to be wary of the lies of Greeks and Christians.
Along the river were many mniles of wharves, and hun- dreds of vessels were docked there: nerchant
shi ps, plea- sure craft, ships of war and even exotic colored boats fromthe | ands beyond Hi nd.
Local rafts of inflated sheep- skin drifted down from Mosul, and on toward Bassorah

Hasan, who had been here in his youth, described to Sana the nanner in which the city was
constructed, with triple brick walls rising alnost a hundred feet above the plain and surrounded
by the deepest nmoat. Four ponderous gates opened on hi ghways that spoked the I ength and breadth of
the empire. In the center of the city was the green donme of the Caliph's palace, the tallest
structure in the city.

Sana sai d nothing, but Hasan fancied he saw a glint of respect in her expression. At any rate, she
was | ooking intently at the pal ace.

They docked, and instantly had to fend off the throng of petty merchants, beggars, retainers,
jugglers, fortune-tellers, noney-changers and thieves-though the last termcould be applied
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conprehensi vel y. Horses stanped nervously in the street, canels cried, and fani shed dogs prow ed
every- where, |ooking for tidbits.

Hasan wasted no tine in hiring a storehouse. He trans- ported his goods there and | eft them under
guard, then found lodging for his wife and nother in the khan-a place where shelter was avail abl e,
but no food or service. Both wonen objected strenuously, but he turned a deaf ear. Next norning he
changed his clothes and went into the city to inquire for a reputabl e broker

Judi ci ous di sposition of coin soon brought himthe man he wanted. ,O ny master, what is it that
you | ack?* the broker asked.

.1 want a house-the nobst handsone and spaci ous one you have avail able for inmmedi ate occupancy.“
The man apprai sed hi munobtrusively, noting the quality and fit of his dress and the inpartia
certainty of his manner. Then he showed the way to a high-class nerchant’s domicile. Hasan took
one tour through its halls and frowned. ,If this is your best, | amdealing with the wong

br oker.*

Wthout a word the man brought himto the nmansion of a former wazir, the ranking nminister to the
Caliph preced- ing Harun al-Rashid. It was fashioned of quality brick and rare stone, with
handsone pillars beside the nassive front entrance, and pointed arches showing the way to a fine
central court with palns and flowers and a clear flowing fountain. It hardly rival ed the pal ace of
the seven prin- cesses, but Hasan was satisfied that it was the best he could expect in Baghdad.
He purchased it inmmediately for a hundred thousand gol den di nars.

He proceeded next to the storehouse and had his goods nmoved into the residence while he went to
the market and bought carpets and househol d vessels and a conplete staff of servant-girls and
eunuchs, and one little Negro boy for the house. Then he brought Sana and his nother and let them
exclaimas they mght.

They were settled in Baghdad.

* * *

Three years passed in peace and happi ness. Sana bore Hasan two graceful sons, one of whom he named
Nasir and the other Mansur, and he could not have asked for a nore sangui ne existence. The old

| ady was as delighted with her grandchildren as with her daughter-in-law, and ran the househol d
with taste and di spatch

One day Hasan brought hinself up short and realized that he was bored. He possessed everything he
had dreaned of as an immture youth-but he m ssed the adventure he once had known. He had sadly
negl ected his dear sisters, the princesses of Serendip, and had broken his promise to visit them
regul arly.

The nmenory brought irresistible nostalgia. He had to visit his dear sisters wthout del ay!
bsessed with longing, he went to the market and bought trinkets and costly naterial and delicious
confections and all things calculated to delight girls who could not go shopping for thensel ves.
»What are you up to, Hasan,“ his nother wanted to know. ,We don't need those things.*

.| propose to visit ny sisters, who showed nme every sort of kindness and gave nme all the wealth we
presently enjoy. | owe themfar nore than this.*”

Hi s not her | ooked uneasy, but could not deny his logic. ,Onmy son, go if you nust, but do not stay
away from Baghdad too |ong.*“

Hasan was relieved that she offered no nore protest than this. ,Were's Sana?“

.| left her sleeping on a couch. 1'lIl fetch her for you.*"

»No,“ Hasan said quickly. ,There is sonmething | nust tell you about her privately.“ She |eaned

cl ose, eager to receive the confidence. ,You know, O ny nother, that nmy wife is the daughter of a
Ki ng who rules over the jinn, and who has nore troops and treasure than any nonarch we know of
except the Caliph hinmself. She is the dearest of her father’s children. She is high-spirited, and
I'"mafraid of what she mght do if she went out into the city alone, for she was not born to the

True Faith and only wears the veil because | command it. Yet | love her with all my heart, and
woul d quickly die if anything happened to her. I'mafraid for her safety even when the w nd

bl ows. “

.1 understand, ny son.*“

.But nore than this, | nust tell you a secret | have revealed to no one. Wien | captured her |
threw her feather-suit into the bottomof a trunk and told her | had burned it, so that she could
never escape. | don't think she would have narried ne, if she had known that her feather cloak
still existed. |I didn't burnit; it was too beautiful, and it woul d have been |ike burning part of
her-a thing | could never do. | buried that chest in a storage closet in the back of the house.

Watch over it, in case she should happen upon it. If she recovered that feather-suit she nmight fly
away and take her children with her, and we woul d never see them again. Make sure you never say a
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word about this to her.*

~Allah forbid that | do such a thing!*

Nei t her of them saw Sana retreat fromthe curtained doorway, or heard her quiet return to her
couch. When Hasan cane to bid her farewell, he m stook her subdued smle for a pleasant dream
There was no prenmonition in his mind of the disaster he had wought by his carel essness. He went
outside the city a reasonabl e di stance, beat the magic kettledrum | oaded the dronedaries,

nmount ed, and rode for Serendip at a great rate, never pausing |onger than he had to.

The princesses were overjoyed to see him Rose threw her arnms about himonce nore and wept, this
time for happiness, then proceeded to berate himsoundly for ne- glecting themso |ong. They set
up a nmghty feast, and everything was as it had been before, with hunting and sporting and ki ssing
and nerrynmaki ng and endl ess delight fromone day to the next.

Three nonths went by, and Hasan could no longer extend his visit. He nmissed his wife and two sons,
one two years old and the other one year. He took his | eave of each of the sisters, as he had
before, and Rose wept and fainted fromthe agony of separation as she had before, and it was al

hi ghly satisfactory. They gave himfive nore canel -l oads of gold and five nore of silver and one
of food for the trip and let himgo, nmaking himpronise not to forget themso long next tinme. It
was a pronise he woul d keep

Saddened but eager, he inpelled his nmount toward Baghdad. In due course he arrived, entered his
house, and called for his fanily.

No one answered him Al arned, he searched fromroomto room finding themall deserted. Finally he
came upon his nother in the courtyard, kneeling before three graves and crying bitterly. Her body
was worn and her bones were wasted; she was so miserable that she fainted when she saw hi m

Hasan knew di saster was upon him Mechanically he unloaded the canels and dism ssed them trying
to calmhis enotion. He went to the storage-closet and found the door open, the chest broken, and
the feather-dress missing, and understood that his wife and children were gone. He tore his
clothes and buffeted his face and threw hinself to the floor like a madman; his head struck a tile
and he knew no nore.

When he woke his nother was tending him Rage over- cane him he bounded to his feet, lifted the
giant scimtar he still wore fromhis journey, and advanced upon her. ,Tell ne the truth!*“ he
roared. ,What happened? How did ny wife get hold of the feather-dress? Confess at once, or ||

stri ke off your head and then kill nyself.*

She recoiled in terror, knowi ng himmd enough to do what he threatened. ,O ny son, do not do such
a horrible deed! Put away your sword and sit down, and I will tell you everything that passed
whil e you were gone.“

Hasan was suddenly shaned by his violence, knowi ng that his nother woul d never have betrayed him
He sheathed the bl ade and sat down beside her, listening to the story she told.

* * *

Sana stayed quietly with Hasan’s nother for two days after he left for Serendip, tending her sons
and saying nothing. On the third day her manner changed.

~,dory be to God!'“ she exclained, and the expression of her nmouth had little el ement of worship
.Have | lived with this man for three years and never had a bat h?"

, O my daughter-1 cannot take you to the Hammam the public bath, for Hasan nade nme pronise not to
take you out in the city or expose you to any danger. But | will gladly draw water and heat it for
you and wash your head in the bath we have here in the house.*

Sana’'s eyes flared. |If Hasan's nother had ever doubted the girl was of royal blood, she woul d have
been instantly convinced by the queenly wath that now appeared. ,If you had spoken this way to
one of the slavegirls, she would have pleaded ill-treatnment before the magi strate and demanded to
be sold on the open narket!*

»But your husband said-*

~Men are foolishly jeal ous, especially husbands. You have to allow for their ignorance, because
they are afraid that any woman who | eaves the house will get into trouble. But wonen are not al

ali ke and you, as a woman, know it. If a wonman has a mind for trouble, no man has the power to
keep her fromher desire. She will do what she wants, and nothing restrains her except her reason
and her religion.“ Then Sana wept and benpaned her isolation and cursed her fate, until Hasan's
not her was sorry for her and becane convinced that there was nothing for it but to |l et her have
her way.

She committed the affair to Allah and nade ready per- funes, clean linen, and everything el se they
woul d need for the bath. Then she took Sana and her two little boys to the Hammam since it was

| adi es’ day there.
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The Hanmam conpri sed several apartnents with np- saic pavenents of black and white narble and fine
red tile. The inner apartments were covered by dones, with small round wi ndows to let in the
Iight.

They entered the di srobing roomand stripped off their clothes. No one | ooked at the lank old
Iinbs of Hasan's nother, but all the wonen were anazed at Sana’'s beauty, and they gathered around
and exclaimed in delight.

They left the little boys playing on the cushions of the benches and went on into the main baths.
The chief room was an extensive oblong, with a central pool-area the shape of a cross. Inits
center was a robust fountain of hot water rising steanily froma narbl e base.

The heat was oppressive at first, but their bodi es soon adapted to the pervasive atnosphere, and
the hot vapor was very pleasant. Attendants massaged the wonen and brought them sweets to eat.
Sana | ooked about with inter- est at the taps and boilers in the corners, while a naid carefully
pl ai ted her unbound hair,

O her wormen adnmired Sana’s synmetry and grace. ,Surely there is none like her in all the city!"
they whis- pered. ,And she has two children, too!“ The wonmen of Baghdad sel domretained their
sprightly figures after child-bearing: to be a nother was generally to be soon ugly.

Word of her loveliness spread beyond the Hammam and before | ong nore wonen were coming in to see
for thensel ves. The bath became so crowded they could hardly get around.

. W' d better go,“ Hasan’s nother whispered anxiously. ,W’'re creating an unwhol esone di straction.*
Sana pretended not to hear her

A sl ave-girl approached and studied Sana with particular attention. ,dory be to Allah for the
fair forns He cre- ates!” she said. Sana sm | ed conplacently and ignored her

At length they left the bath and returned to the outer chanber to dress. Wen the wonen saw t he
fine apparel Sana donned they were anazed all over again, for she becane even nore beautiful. The
sl ave-girl foll owed.

Sana gathered in her sons and acconpanied the ol d woman back to their house, much pleased with
herself. But the slave-girl continued to follow themuntil she saw where they lived.

Then that slave-girl, who belonged to the palace of the Caliph (explained Hasan’s not her angrily)
returned to her nistress, the Lady Zubaydah, and ki ssed the ground be- tween her hands. ,O
Tohfah,“ said the mstress, ,why did you tarry so long in the Hanman®“

,Omy lady, | have seen a nmarvel! Never have | witnessed anything like it before, and so | had to
| earn nore about it because | knew you would be interested.”

Zubaydah was the chief wife of Caliph Harun al-Rashid, and his cousin. This double relationship to
hi m gave her enornous power. She was faned for her beauty, nunifi- cence, and cl everness. She wore
the costliest fabrics in the enmpire and refused to eat fromany platter which was not gold or at

| east fine silver. She was devious: only last year she had presented the Caliph a gift of ten
exceedingly fair and pliant slave nmaidens, in order to distract himfroma rival favorite in the
court, and it was said that several of these were already anticipating royal offspring.
Everythi ng that happened in Baghdad was Zubaydah's concern, particularly the influx of attractive
wonen. Splen- did pal aces had been built in her nane, and she was constantly heaped wi th honor- but
she did not rely on beauty alone to nmaintain her favor with Harun and her power over him

»And just what did you see, Tohfah?* Zubaydah asked her slave, interested.

,Omy lady, | saw a dansel in the bath who had with her two little boys |ike noons, yet never eyes
beheld the like of this woman! She is without peer in all the realm By Allah, Ony lady, if the
Conmander of the Faithful were to learn of her, he would surely slay her husband and take her for
his own, for her like is not to be found anong wonen!*

» 1 ndeed?* Zubaydah’s eyes narrowed. ,Wat else did you | earn?

.| inquired who was her husband, and they told me he was call ed Hasan of Bassorah, a man of much
wealth. | followed her and discovered that she lives in the house of the wazir that retired some
years ago, the house that has a gate opening on the city and another on the river. Indeed, | fear
|l est the Prince of True Believers hear of her and break the | aw and sl ay her husband and nmeke a
Iiaison of love with her!*

»YoUu are repeating yourself,“ Zubaydah snapped, hardly pleased. ,Now | et ne understand you
clearly: you say this dansel is so beautiful that one | ook at her would capture the Caliph

hi nsel f ?*

.Yes, Ony lady.*

~Then | shall have to take a ook at her, and if she is not as you describe, I’'Il have ny eunuch
strike off your head.*

The girl gazed at her appall ed.

,O strunpet!“ Zubaydah said. ,There are three hun- dred and three-score slave-girls in the
Caliph’s harem one for every day of the year, each a jewel unpriced and a filly unridden save by
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the Cali ph-but not one of themwould distract his attention fromme for a nonent, did | choose to
claimhis interest. Now you tell me this merchant | never heard of has a wife, not even a virgin,

t hat - “

The girl groveled. ,Ony mstress, she is lovelier than any of them than any woman in the world!*
» Than any wonman?“ Zubaydah repeated om nously. ,We to you if that isn't true. You have just
staked your life upon it, girl. Now get out of here and fetch Masrur."

The sl ave scranbl ed away, terrified.

Masrur was the Caliph's eunuch, the nost inportant and trusted slave in the doninion. He performned
the nost personal tasks for Harun, and was especially favored for executions.

Masrur ki ssed the ground before her. Zubaydah, despite her pretensions, was well aware that this
was purely a nmatter of courtesy. The eunuch owed all egiance to no one but the Caliph-and if the
Caliph were to order himto behead the leading |ady of the realm the slave would surely do it.
,CG0 to the old wazir’s house, the one with the two gates, and bring ne the danmsel who resides
there, as well as her two children and the old woman who lives with her. Waste no tine."

.1 hear and obey, ny lady.” Masrur didn’'t mnd run- ning errands for pretty wonmen, when he wasn’t
ot herwi se occupi ed. Eunuchs were not sexless, and were capabl e of a good deal nore than the

i gnor ant supposed.

Masrur proceeded to Hasan’s house and knocked on the door. ,Who's there?* the old woman demanded
bef or e openi ng.

-~ Masrur, sword-bearer to the Commander of the Faith- ful."

At these words she was afraid to deny him adm ttance, and opened the door. He saluted her with a
handsonme sal aam , The Lady Zubaydah, daughter of Ja’ afar bin Mansur and queen-spouse of the Caliph
Harun al -Rashid, the fifth of the sons of Al-Abbas, paternal uncle of the Prophet-whom Al |l ah bl ess
and keep!-sunmmons you to her presence, you and your son’'s w fe and her children; for word has
reached her of the dansel’s beauty.*”

Hasan’s nother was alarmed. ,Ony lord Masrur, we are foreign to this city, and the girl’s
husband, ny son, is abroad and far from home, and he has strictly charged ne not to |l et her go out
during his absence or |et anyone see her.“ She took a breath. ,I’mafraid if anything happened to
her he would kill hinmself. | beseech you, O Masrur, do not ask us to do what we are forbidden.*"
,Om lady, if |I knew there were anything to be afraid of, | would never nake this demand. But the
Lady Zubaydah only wants to see the dansel, to assure herself that she is as lovely as is clained,
after that you will be free to return. So do not protest and do not worry; | will bring you back
safely nyself.*

»You are taking the lanb to the crocodile, who only wants to | ook at her!“ the old woman mnuttered,
but saw that she could not disobey this order. She resigned herself and hoped for sone
intervention fromAllah while she nmade Sana ready.

They followed Masrur to the pal ace of the caliphate, where they were duly escorted into the
presence of Zubaydah.

The Caliph’s wife sat on a couch of ebony inlaid with gold and silver. To her right and | eft hung
mul tiple neck- laces of jewels, turning in the breeze fromfans her slaves beat, and shining
brilliantly. Ornate tapestries covered the walls, set with gens, and her own robe was so copiously
worked with precious stones that it was inmpossible to single any one of them out.

Hasan’s nother was highly inpressed, but Sana acted as though such trappi ngs were comonpl ace.
~WIIl you renove your veil, so that | may | ook upon your face?" Zubaydah requested politely
enough. ,There are no nmen here.*

Sana renoved her veil and allowed the queen to | ook upon her features. Immediately the | adi es of
the court gave a great sigh, put to shane by the light of her countenance, which was brighter than
the nmoon and fairer than a day in spring. Zubaydah and all her conpany stared at Sana wi t hout
uttering a word.

Finally the queen arose and brought Sana to her couch, enbracing her and seating the visitor

besi de herself. She called for a rich robe and took down the nmpost spl endi d neckl ace for her guest.
If there was malice in her mind, no trace of it showed in her attitude. ,Oliege lady of fair

ones, you astound ne and anaze ny eyes. Surely Allah created you to give his followers a foretaste
of paradi se! Do you have any special skills?"

,Omy lady, | have a dress of feathers of unearthly handiwork. If | could place it before you, you
woul d see sonet hing nmarvel ous indeed, and all who witnessed it would talk of its wonder until the
day they died.“

.By all means. Were is this dress of yours?”

» M husband’s nother has it. Ask her for it."

Zubaydah summoned t he ol d worman, who had over- heard only a trace of this conversation. ,O ny |ady
the pilgrinmess,“ she said, using the honorable address for aged females. ,O nmy nother, go and
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fetch us the feather-dress, that we may appreciate the marvel she prom ses.*

Hasan’s nother saw that all was |ost, but she did her best. ,O ny Lady, this foolish dansel is

m st aken. Who ever heard of a dress made of feathers? Only birds possess such things!*

»She has it,“ Sana insisted. ,She keeps it in a chest buried in a storage closet, in the back of
t he house.

Zubaydah took from her neck a chain of jewels worth the treasure of an enpire. ,l1 conjure you, O
my not her, accept this necklace and bring the dress to us. Afterwards you nay take back the dress
but keep the neckl ace.

.1 never saw such a dress! | don’t know what she’ s tal king about!*
Zubaydah' s patience, never extensive, puffed away. ,Masrur!“ she called, and the giant eunuch
strode into the hall. ,Take this hag's keys and go back to the house. Inside you' |l find a storage

cl oset, near the back. Open it and see if there is a chest therein. Take it out and break it open
and bring me what you find withinit."

Masrur took the keys and departed. Despairingly, the old woman foll owed, weepi ng and noani ng with
regret that she had ever listened to Sana. The crafty mamiden’s clanor for a bath had been nothing
nore than a trick leading to this! She watched the slave |locate the feather-suit and wap it
carefully in a napkin and carry it to Zubaydah, who took it out and turned it over in her hands.
She marvel ed at the beauty of its structure and the clever- ness of its worknmanship.

Zubaydah passed it to Sana. ,ls this the garment of which you spoke?*

~Yes, Ony lady!“ She took it at once, joyfully. She examined it in detail and rejoiced to find
that it was exactly as it had been before, whole and w thout a feather m ssing.

Sana wapped herself in the suit and | o! she becane a spectacular bird. ,dory be to Allah, to
whom bel ong all might and all majesty!“ Zubaydah exclai med, and all present were wonderstruck
Sana wal ked up and down the hall with a graceful and swaying gait |ooking so nuch Iike a bird that
no one who had not seen the transformati on woul d have recogni zed her as hunman. She danced and
sported and spread her fair white wings so that every feather stood out, naking pat- terns like
enor nous fans.

»What do you think of that, ny | adies?" she inquired, and her bill nmoved in the tal king and her
voi ce was the chirp of a bird.

. VW have never witnessed such a thing!'“ they replied.

~What | amabout to do is better yet!“ And now she spread her wi ngs and fl apped them strongly and
rose fromthe floor, flying toward the queen in a great swoop, while everyone stared in disbelief.
-And even nore,”“ she chortled grandly. She stood up, opened her suit so that she became hal f - wonan
agai n, and picked up her two sons. Nasir and Mansur clung to her, and she folded themto her bosom
and cl osed the suit over them She spread her wings and flew up into the high donme of the pal ace,
where she perched on the sill of an open vent.

.What a rare exhibition!“ Zubaydah said. ,Conme down now and return to your |ovely hunan shape and
we shall celebrate this incredible occasion.*

.Far be it fromme to return!® Sana cried, her voice now a cackle. ,1 will not give up ny freedom
so easily, nowthat | have recovered it. |’ m going hone!*“

,O my daughter!® Hasan's nother cried. ,How can you desert Hasan, who |oves you with all his heart
and who will die wetchedly if he | oses you?*

Sana paused. , O nother of ny husband,“ she chirped, ,indeed it irks ne to part fromyou, for your
heart is good; but your son surprised ne in ny innocence and captured nme by force, and there was
nothing I could do but yield nyself to himafter he had seen nmy shanme and deprived me of ny
freedom Moreover he is not ny husband, for I amnot a Mdslem nor do ny people recognize your
marri age-custons. But if your son grows |lonely and desires to see ne again, let himcone to ne in
the Isles of Wak!*“

Wth that she took flight and di sappeared fromtheir view, while the old wonan wept and beat her
face and swooned away from m sery.

Zubaydah caught her up and led her to the couch. ,O ny | ady,
done! “

,Omy lady the pilgriness, | did not dreamthis would happen,“ Zubaydah replied. Sonehow she
didn't sound as miserable as she might. Certainly she had no problemremaining. The Caliph would

the old woman cried, ,what have you

never see the bird-nmaiden now. ,If you had told nme everything and warned nme of her powers, | would
never have given her the feather-dress. | did not know she was of the flying jinn. But what good
are words? | intended no evil; please forgive ne for the injury I have done you.*"

There was nothing the old wonman coul d do except to answer shortly ,1 forgive you!“ and go hone.
And at hone she fasted in sorrow and spent her days in msery, pining for her |ost daughter-in-Iaw
and grandchil- dren. She cursed the queen and cursed herself nore, afraid of what woul d happen

when Hasan returned. She dug three graves in the courtyard to represent the | ost nenbers of the

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (46 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:13 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20A nthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Hasan.txt

househol d and spent her days and nights in a nmournful watch, unable to assuage her grief. Chapter
8. Quest

,Ony brother,”“ Rose exclained with m xed enptions. ,Wat is the matter, that you should cone
again so soon after we saw you last? It has hardly been two nonths.*

Hasan had certainly ridden hard. ,1've lost ny wife,“ he said, then clung to her for support.
Rose screamed, and the other princesses gathered around, not knowi ng how to confort him The thing
had happened while he was visiting with them and they felt in part responsible for his

m sfortune.

.By Allah!* Rose swore bitterly. ,How many tines | neant to make you burn that feather-suit. Sone
evil spirit made ne forget. Don’t you have any idea at all where she went?“

~A'l she said was ‘Let himconme to nme in the Isles of Wak.' ,

El dest brightened. ,Wak? That's her hone.*

Sixth, the librarian, was not enthusiastic. ,That doesn't help us, sister. She may be there, but
no one else can follow her.*

.But | nust!* Hasan protested. ,l cannot live without ny wife and sons! |Is there no one who can
hel p nme?"

The sisters exchanged bl eak gl ances. Suddenly Rose junped up. ,Wiat about Uncle Ab? He knows
everyt hing!*“

El dest nodded t houghtfully. ,He could tell us whether it is possible, at |east.”

»What are you tal ki ng about ?* Hasan asked.

Rose threw her arnms around him ,He’'s our father’s brother, Abd al-Kaddus. He wasn’t given a
ki ngdom so he practices magic. He's not a Moslem so it's all right. He's the dearest old

gent | eman!“
Hasan was inpressed. ,Were can | find hinP"
»You don't have to find him He'Il cone here.”

.,But if your famly finds out that |’ m here-*

Rose | aughed. ,Not Uncle Ab. He wouldn’t turn us in. He knows all about your stay with us."”

. YOour father’s brother?* Hasan was i ncredul ous.

»He and Daddy don’t ride the sane el ephant. He always did say we should all get married to Hindu
princes and raise big big famlies." She paused reflectively. ,I w sh-*

» Rosel ®

. Vell, anyway, he'll help us if anyone can. W'll summon himright away.*

. R ght away tonorrow, “ Eldest said firmy. ,Qur brother nmust have sone rest.*

Hasan’s mi sery abated, now that hope existed, and he joined themin a sunptuous neal. It was
several tonor- rows before they nade the necessary preparations, and in that tine he recovered
much of his health and strength.

They gathered in a court and built a small fire. Wien it was blazing nerrily, Eldest produced a
delicately carved wooden box and took a small pouch fromit. Fromthis she shook a m nute anount
of pungent powder into her palm ,O Abd al -Kaddus, come to us!“she intoned, and cast her powder
into the flane.

A perfunmed cloud of snoke drifted up rem ndi ng Hasan unconfortably of Bahrain's evil nmagic. ,Are
you sure you can trust hinP“ he asked.

»Youll find out,” Rose said, and gui ded hi m outsi de.

Across the plain came a cloud of dust very like the miniature snoke-ball they had just quitted. An
el ephant energed fromit with a white-bearded gentleman perched in a howdah on its back. The man
waved and made signals with his hands, and the el ephant trunpeted. The sisters waved back; but
apparently fearing that they hadn’t seen him the man kicked out his feet and signaled with them
t oo.

Presently he drew up and di snounted. El dest ran over and threw her arns about himin a femninine
di spl ay Hasan had never seen her exhibit before. ,Wlconme, Uncle Ab!*

The man enbraced her with affection and patted her behind. ,You re getting to be a big girl," he
said. ,Time you got married.”

»uncle, you know our father-*

»HM yes-but he is a fishbrain. Wiy do you listen to hin? My daughters never listen to ne.*
»uncle-you don’t have any daughters!*

Ab consi dered. ,Mist do sonething about that, one of these decades.“ He saluted the remaining
sisters in turn, making remarks which brought dainty blushes to their cheeks. At last he came to
Hasan

~ M/, you re an ugly one,“ he renarked.
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»uncle-that’s Hasan,“ Rose protested.

Ab | ooked again. ,1 did think there was one too many,“ he admitted. ,But then, why should | notice
anyone who doubts me?"

» O Shaykh Abd-“ Hasan began, using the polite title.

»Don"t ‘Shaykh’ me, junior. | distinctly heard you re- nmark, just after ny niece sumoned ne-*“

It was Hasan’s turn to blush. ,1 told you,“ was Rose’s smug reninder

.There | was, sitting at ease with nmy dear wife, your aunt, when | snelled the perfune and knew mny
ni eces needed nme. And what do | hear but this-*

.He's sorry, Uncle,” Eldest said.

Ab smled at her, nollified. She was obviously his favorite. ,Wll, if you say so, ny dear. Wy
did you call ne?"

,O Uncle, we longed to see you, since you haven't visited us for over a year."“

~HM Well, | was busy, but | was going to visit you tonorrow. *

~And now our brother Hasan has a terrible problem and only you can help him*“ And they told their
uncl e everything that had happened.

» Wik, eh?“ he nuttered. He shook his head and bit his finger thoughtfully. Then he squatted and
began to make marks in the earth with his finger-tips.

.1 f you could just tell me how far away it is-“ Hasan began

. How far?“ Ab shook his head again. ,Not far, lad, as the roc flies."

.But the roc can cover a year’'s journey in a single day," Rose said.

. Nineteen hours,“ Ab corrected her absently. ,Any- way, sonmeone’s been scaring those poor birds by
junmpi ng out of canels, or something. Must put a stop to that. Bad for their norale.” He |apsed
into silence, |ooked right and left, and shook his head a third tine.

. Pl ease give us sonme answer,“ Eldest urged him ,Qur brother is sorely afflicted, and we hardly
know how to console him*

Ab | ooked at her. ,If | were you-*

.unclel*

Ab sighed. ,0O ny daughters, you have no way to console him then, for he cannot gain access to
the Isles of Wk.*“

» But Shaykh-*

.Between this place and those isles lie seven nighty nountains and seven trenendous gorges and
seven turbu- I ent oceans. A nortal man could not make his way there though he had the flying jinn
with himand the wandering stars. Far better you consider your spouse and sons to be dead, and
turn back to your hone and stop tormenting your spirit. | give you good council, if you will only
accept it."

Hasan cried out and fell to the ground, and the prin- cesses wept for his sorrow. Rose tore her
clothes and buffeted her face and fainted fromthe stress of her eno- tion, |anding neatly beside
Hasan.

.COh, be quiet!” Ab said, disturbed by the spectacle.

+~WI1l you help us?‘ Rose inquired fromthe ground, nonentarily recovered.

.1 don’t have any nore sense than your father!“ Ab grow ed.

,COh, thank you, Uncle!“ the sisters cried together, em bracing himen nasse.

»Cear out! Stand on your own fourteen feet!“ he grunted. ,Take heart, lad, and you will w n your
foolish wish in spite of these creatures, if it be the will of Alah.*

. But you don’t worship Allah, Uncle.*

2Still a perfectly good nane to swear by. Rise, O ny son, collect your courage, and follow ne."“
»O Hasan, you’'re |leaving us again!“ Rose cried.

Ab cut her off. ,Desist, girl. W Il never get noving if you start all that again.*”

. At least stay the night,“ Eldest pleaded. ,W'Ill|l have nusic and a feast."

Ab paused. ,Never could stand your rmnusic.*”

»Daddy woul dn’t approve, anyway,“ Rose said.

.1 don't give a figin the fire what that coconut-head approves! Were s ny roon®?"

Next norning, or perhaps the one followi ng that, Hasan nounted the el ephant behind the venerabl e
gentl eman and waved good-bye to his sisters once again. Partings seemed to cone nore frequently
now, but each one wrenched his heart all over

The el ephant anbl ed al ong for three days, during which tine Abd al - Kaddus did his best to di ssuade
Hasan from his venture. Hasan suspected that the trip would have been much shorter, otherw se
since the man had already dem onstrated his ability to travel alnost instantaneously. ,Know, O ny
foolish son, that the Isles of WAk are seven in nunber, inhabited by a mghty host, all virgin
girls. The inner islands are peopled by denons and narids and war- |ocks and various tribesnen of
the jinn, and whoever enters that |and never returns-at |east, none have done so yet. So return to
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your people with the bl essing of Yahweh, and-*

» Yahweh?*

.Zorothustra, then. Forget this danmsel you re smitten with, for she’s no dansel at all but the
daughter of the King of all the Isles, and you can never aspire to her. Listen to me, ny son, and
perhaps Brahma will replace her with a better wife.*

,Omy lord,“ Hasan said. ,They could cut nme in pieces and nmy love would only redouble. There is no
help for it; | nmust enter the Isles of Wak and cone to the sight of ny wife and children. 1’11
return with themor never at all!*

» My boy, think of your poor weary nother and your seven fine sisters. Don’'t make them spend their
lives in torment because of your idiocy."

11l die anyway, if | don’t recover Sana.‘

Ab shook his head, resigned, and the el ephant journeyed on

At length they came to a vast blue nountain whose stones were azure. A nmassive iron door was set
inits base with curious inscriptions upon it.

Hasan studied the nysterious witing. ,That’s the | an- guage of Confucius,“ Ab said. ,| stole that
door from*“

»You stole it froma god?* Hasan was di snayed, forget- ting that there were no gods but Allah
.confucius isn’t a god. \Watever gave you that idea? Anyway, | never knew the gentlenman

personally.“ He raised his fist and rapped the netal.

A nonstrous bl ack slave opened the door frominside, as fierce and hairless as an ifrit. He
carried a sword in his right hand and a steel shield on his left arm ,Master!* he cried, kneeling
to kiss the Shaykh’s hand.

Ab | ed Hasan inside, and the slave drew the door shut behind them They were in a huge and

spaci ous cavern, lighted in some enchanted fashion, through which ran a towering corridor. They
travel ed along this for several thousand paces, until it abutted upon a | arge open space. Then Ab
angl ed off toward an el bow of the nountain and stopped before two huge doors cast of solid brass.
The old man went up to the left door and set his shoul ders. ,Wait here,“ he said om nously, ,and
I"I'l be back presently. On no account are you to follow ne inside.*

Hasan agreed, uncertain what was about to happen, and sat down agai nst the wall between the doors.
Ab opened the portal a crack, slid within, and drew it firmy closed. There was sil ence.

Hasan sat for a full hour, fidgeting. He adnmired the enornous dripping vaults of the cave.

Ponder ous swords of stone hung fromthe ceiling, many times the size of a man and pointed at the
tip, so that he was afraid to pass underneath. Rows of colored rock rose fromthe floor: dragon’s
teeth, perhaps. Was the dragon near? He did not feel easy, here.

A crash, a snort, and the door burst open. Hasan bounded to his feet, reaching for his dagger-but
it was only Abd al -Kaddus, leading a spirited black stallion. It was a beau- tiful horse, with

sl eek flanks and a short nose, bridled and saddl ed with velvet trappings. Its prancing hoofs
scarcely seened to touch the ground, and Hasan could tell that this was the swi ftest of animals.
-~ Munt!“ Ab panted. ,This beast is uncontrollable without a rider.“ Hasan nounted, and felt the
eager surge of the stallion beneath him Wat a horse this was!

~Keep tight rein on him or | won't answer for your safety,“ Ab warned him He opened the second

door.

Beyond it was an endl ess desert, burning and barren. Hasan guided the horse outside and held it
st eady.

Ab handed hima long roll. ,Ony son, take this scroll and go where this steed will carry you.

When he stops at the door to a cavern like this, disnount and throw the reins over the saddl e-bow
and let himgo. He will enter the cavern, but you nust stay outside. Stay there five days, and
don't go away. On the sixth day a black shaykh clad all in sable, with a |ong white beard fl ow ng
down to his navel, will cone out. As soon as you see him kiss his hands and seize his shirt and
lay it on your head and weep before him until he takes pity on you and asks you what you want.

Then give himthis scroll. He will take it w thout speaking and return to his cavern. Wit outside
anot her five days. If the shaykh conmes out the sixth day hinself, all is well; but if one of his
pages energes, depart in all haste, for he cones to kill you. Then may the nercy of Buddha be upon

you, for he who takes such chances risks death; on the other hand, he who won't ganble can't win.
Do you under st and?”

.Yes, Uncle,“ Hasan said nore bravely than he felt.

»Now you don’t have to risk your life this way, you know. If you'd rather return to your friends,
the elephant is still here. You can ride back-*

.1 must go on.*“

»That's what | thought. You' re lovemad. Well, in this letter | have presented a strict account of
your case to Abu al - Ruwaysh, son of Bilkis, daughter of Mty in, for he is ny mentor and ny teacher
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and all men and all jinn hunble thensel ves before himand stand in awe of him And now go with the
bl essing of-who is it?"

»Alah-1 think.*“

~Wth the blessing of Allah!“ Ab slapped the flank of the horse and it galloped away with a surge
that rendered any formal | eavetaking inpossible. Hasan was on his way.

He rode. The stallion raced all day across the desert, never changing direction or easing his

pace. Hasan | ooked about himat first, wondering whether he was still on Serendip; but as the
hours passed he grew weary, and his thighs chafed with the steady novenent.

Ni ght cane, but still the steed pounded on, flinging back occasional spune fromits flaring
nostrils.

Hasan nodded sl eepily. Wien was this ride going to end? Did the horse never tire? He | ooked down-
and knew he was dreami ng, for the flashing hoofs appeared to be galloping over deep water. \Water!
The | ong night passed; the sun came up on his right. Hasan’s | egs were throbbing with fatigue, and
he was desperate for a call of nature. The horse was running through strange country, up a |ong
coastline with the ocean to the east.

Mountains rose to the west, and the land was a wild deep jungle. But evidently the nountains in
sight were not his destination

Hasan sat up straight and hauled on the reins. The stallion bucked and skittered, unwilling to be
restrained, but it slowed and finally came to a halt in a deep forest.

He was about to disnount, but remenbered Ab’s re- mark that the beast was uncontrollable wthout a
rider. Yet he had to get off for a few mnutes, at least. Wiy hadn’'t Ab told himthe trip was
going to be so I ong?

He searched through the saddl ebags. In one was a folded tunic. He drew it out, but was surprised
to discover that it was not after all an article of clothing, though of rich design. It was an
oddl y shaped sack

A sack-or a hood? Suddenly he remenbered the way El dest controlled her falcons. Wuld it work on a
hor se?

He | eaned forward and dropped the hood over the stal- lion’s head. There was no conplaint. This
had to be it!

He di snounted, keeping his hand on the bridle, but the horse did not nove. He retreated anong the
trees and did his business; then he located a small stream and performed the norning abl utions.
Hs legs were stiff and very sore, but at |east the nost pressing disconfort had been eased.

He was hungry! He had not realized this until drinking fromthe cool stream He'd better find
sonmething to eat. There was no way to tell how long this journey would be.

He wal ked around the horse and delved into the opposite saddl ebag. There were packages of

sonmet hing. He with- drew one, opened it, and | ooked at the brown [unp inside. Bread? It didn't
snell like it. He took an experinental bite.

The stuff was dense and chewy, but not unpleasant to the taste. How could he be certain it was
edi bl e?

Hasan t ook out anot her package, unwapped it, and poked it under the covered nose of the horse.
The animal sniffed, then took a gigantic bite that just nissed his fingers. This nmight be horse
feed, but at least it should be safe. He attacked his own chunk in earnest.

Strength flowed into his arms and legs. He felt full of fire. He could run for miles without
tiring. He neighed.

It was horse feed all right. Hasan checked his appetite as he led the stallion to water. Best not
to eat too nmuch of the stuff.

He rode. Days shot by under the flashing hoofs, and scenic | akes and val |l eys and nount ai ns passed
in review. The ocean to his right disappeared, but the sun showed his route to continue north.
Cccasionally the horse skirted native villages, the dark-skinned tribesnen staring curi- ously.
Coul d any of this country be Sind?

The | and opened out into a mighty plain with rich black soil. They crossed a river as large as the
Tigris. Now Hasan becane assured that the steed was magic, for it ran on the surface of the water
as though it were sand.

On what Hasan estinated was the tenth day a vast nountain range arose ahead, walling the world
fromeast to west. The peaks were towering and white at the tops; Hasan was sure that nowhere el se
on earth did their like exist.

The stallion neighed exuberantly as it approached the forbidding range and there were answering
nei ghs. Horses flocked to it, mares as nunerous as drops of rain on the nonsoon w nd. They
thronged so tightly that their backs nade a restless sea; they pressed against the flanks of his
steed. What did this mean? Abd al - Kaddus had not advised himof this situation, either

It occurred to himthat there were many things in life that friends could not or did not predict.
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There was nothing he could do except maintain his seat and fare forward, hoping for the best. And
so at last he came to the nountain cavern acconpani ed by thousands of mares.

The stallion drew up at the entrance and Hasan dis- nounted. He threw the rein over the saddl e and
| et the animal go, half expecting it to frolic anong its conpan- ions. That feed was potent stuff.
But it trotted up to the door, opened it with a blow of its front hoof, and disap- peared inside
Hasan waited, but the door did not open again. Once nore he grew hungry and thirsty-but Ab had
told himnot to leave this spot. He dared not di sobey the instructions. Mgic was invol ved, and
his perils were great enough already. But he would starve before his vigil was up, since it was
schedul ed for five full days, with five nore to followthat. It was cold; what would the nights be
like?

He t hought of Sana and his children, and recovered strength. He would survive sonehow. Allah would
pro- vide a way. There were horses, waiting at the door for their stallion to return. He could
kill one and live off its flesh. He could squeeze juice fromthe fruits of the bushes. He woul d
survive.

But no such drastic neasures were necessary. Several of these mares had foals. He caught and

m | ked them careful not to take fromthe same one tw ce in succession, so that there would be
mlk for the foal as well. At night he bound one and curled up beside her, using the heat from her
body to drive away the cold that woul d ot herwi se have de- stroyed him

This was not his idea of luxury, but he was man enough now to sacrifice conveni ence for the sake
of his objectives. The thought of his family bore himup. Unless he pre- vailed, his children
woul d grow up fatherless and his old nother would di e al one and unnmourned. There was grief enough
wi thout failure on his part.

The prescribed tine passed. The door opened. A nman cane out, his robe as black as his face. Hasan
recogni zed himas the Shaykh Abu al - Ruwaysh, and threw hinself at the man’'s feet.

»What do you want, O ny son?“

Wirdl essly Hasan handed up the scroll. The Shaykh accepted it and re-entered the cavern, nmaking no
reply.

Fi ve nore days passed. Hasan’s nervousness increased as he thought about his situation. If the
shaykh di d not come out the second tine, his quest was a failure. He would have either to escape
or kill the page, then make his way hone, never to see his lovely wife again. It was too horrible
to contenpl ate.

On the sixth day the door opened and a white figure energed. The page! Hasan staggered back
stricken, but reached for his sword.

The figure made no hostile sign, and Hasan rel axed. It was the shaykh after all-this tine in a
white robe. His petition had been accepted!

The ol d man took himby the hand and brought himinto the cavern. This was even nore extensive
than the other. Sputtering torches lit the cold passages, and twists and turns were SO nunerous
that he soon lost track of direc- tion. It seemed hours before they stopped at an arched doorway
with a panel of a steel for a door. The shaykh opened this and led the way into a vestibule

vaul ted with onyx, arabesqued with gold and bl essedly warm

They passed through this and cane to a wide hall, paved and walled with marble. Inits mdst was a
flower-garden containing a variety of trees and flowers and fruits, with birds warbling on the
boughs and singing sweetly. There were four daisies facing inward, and in each a jetting fountain
at whose corners stood gol den statues of lions spouting water fromtheir nouths into the basin.

On each dais stood a chair, and in each chair sat an elderly sage with a library of books before
hi m and gol den censers containing fire and perfunmes. Students gathered around each el der, reading
t he books to him

When Hasan and Abu al - Rumaysh entered, the sages stood up and did the shaykh honor. The shaykh
gestured themto dismiss their scholars, and they obeyed pronptly. The four then seated thensel ves
bef ore himand inquired about Hasan

The shaykh turned to him ,Tell this conpany your tale-everything that has happened to you from
the begi n- ning of your adventure until the end.” Hasan obliged, relating the nanner in which
Bahram t he Persi an magi ci an had appeared and tricked himwi th pronm ses and dazzled himwth gold
and ki dnapped himinto a mighty adventure.

»You are one of the lads that man sent up to the Mountain of Couds in canel-hides?" they asked,
amazed.

.1 am*

They turned to the shaykh. ,Never have we heard of soneone surviving that ordeal. How did he get
down?*

.Tell them Hasan.*”

So Hasan continued his story, leading up to his marriage with the princess of Wak and her
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subsequent escape.

~Verily,“ the sages exclained, ,this youth is to be both admred and pitied. Surely, O el der of

el ders, you will help himto recover his wife and children.*

The old man pulled sadly at his beard. ,This is a grave and perilous matter. This youth is
determned to throw away his life. The Isles of Wak are very hard to reach, and no one can go
there without risking his life. The enpire of Wak is very powerful. Moreover, | have sworn an oath
not to tread the soil of that [and or transgress against its people in any way. How then shall |
help this man to cone at the favorite daughter of their King?

» O shaykh of shaykhs, this man is consuned with desire for his famly, and he has already risked
his life to come to you fromour brother-in-scholarship, Abd al-Kaddus, who has i nportuned your
hel p. He has endured the trial of ten days without the gate, which few nen survive. How can you
deny his plea?"

Hasan went to the old man and threw hinself down before him ,1 beg of you-reunite ne with ny wife
and children, though it cost ne ny life and my soul!'*®

.1t is liable to, Hasan-that is why | hesitate.”

But the four elders continued to plead for Hasan, and finally the shaykh relented. ,This willfu
youth little com prehends what he's getting into,“ he murnured, ,but we'll help himto whatever
extent we can.“

Hasan and the elders rejoiced. Abu al -Ruwaysh took up his pen and a sheet of fine paper and wote
a letter, which he rolled up and seal ed and gave to Hasan. Then he produced a pouch of perfuned

| eat her which contained incense and firesticks and sinmilar magic. ,Take strict care of this pouch
If you get into trouble, burn a little of the incense and speak ny nanme, and | will cone to you
and hel p.“ He spoke to one of the elders. ,Fetch me a flying ifrit."

,One of the jinn?' the sage asked, startled. ,As you w sh.*“

Hasan marvel ed. Coul d these sages actually sumon a jinni?

The elder left, to return shortly with a horrendous ifrit in tow Hasan had never seen such a
creature before. It resenbled a huge, grotesque nman, with a muscul ar body, two descendi ng tusks,
and mghty wings. Yet, stripped of these special features, it would not have been unhand- sone.
Certainly it was nore closely related to nan than to the aninmals, and perhaps its synpathies would
nornmally also lie with man. O course it had no soul, but-

»What is your nanme?* the shaykh asked the ifrit.

»Dahnash bin Faktash,“ the creature booned.

. Come over here.*

The ifrit approached, and the shaykh put his nmouth up to its ear and said sonething. ,|I accept, O
el der of elders!“ Dahnash said.

The shaykh spoke to Hasan. ,Arise, O ny son, and nount the shoulders of this ifrit, Dahnash the
Flyer. But be careful: when he ascends into the heavens and you hear the angels glorifying God
with their hyms, don’t you try to initate them or you will both perish.*”

. won't say a word,“ Hasan said. ,No, never.*

»O Hasan, after faring with you all today, Dahnash will set you down at peep of dawn tonorrow in a
|l and cleanly white, as though it were nade of canphor. That is as far as he can go; you will have
to walk the rest of the way. After ten days you'll cone to a city. Enter the gate and ask for the
Ki ng. When you cone into his presence salute himand kiss his hands; then present to himthis
scroll and pay careful attention to his advice. Farewell!*

.Farewel | ,“ the four elders echoed. Hasan was getting accustonmed to the abrupt nanner of

acquai ntance and | eave-taking in these enchanted real ns, and accepted his dism ssal gracefully.
»Hearing and obeying,“ he said, and clinbed onto the ifrit’'s broad shoul ders, trying not to bang
his w ngs.

. Take care of him Dahnash the Firedrake!“ the shaykh called, and the powerful w ngs spread and
rai sed a confu- sion of dust.

1711 take care of him*“ the ifrit nmuttered as the world tilted dizzily. Hasan didn't like the
sound of this; but by the time he got his bearings they were above the nountain, rising into a
cal m norni ng sky.

Hasan was perched on the ifrit’s shoul ders, seated be- tween the wings with his feet dangling on
ei ther side of the thick neck. This had seemed secure enough when the ifrit stood upright in the
cavern; but high in the air and horizon- tal it became the nost precarious |odging. He gl anced
down, saw the nmountain features passing far below, and instinctively drew back-al nost |losing his
bal ance in the other direction. He was not on the Muntain of Couds; he could not retreat from

t he dangerous drop-off so easily, this tine!

.St still, nortal-want to throw us into a tailspin?* the ifrit denmanded.

Hasan sat very still. He kept his eyes fixed to the sky above, trying to inagine that he was
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riding a camel on the ground. This hel ped. Why shoul d he believe that he had not only seen a denon
of the air, but now rode the back of one? Nonsense-but don't | ook down.

The experience of air travel was not unpl easant. The atnosphere was cool-chill, in fact-but the
wi nd whis- tling around his ears was invigorating. How unfortunate that nman woul d never be able to
fly without the aid of the birds or jinn! He watched a cottonpuff cloud conme down- they were stil
clinmbing!-and was irrationally seized with the desire to tread the spongy surface. He had al ways
wonder ed what plants nmight grow on the sunlit tops of these floating islands. What a delightfu
castle might be built on such a paradi se, subject to no nonarch and forever free of bad weather
»Dahnash,“ he said.

. Yes, nortal ?"

»,Can we park on that little cloud ahead for a nonent?“

The ifrit’s body shuddered. Hasan was al arned. Had sonet hi ng happened? Then he realized that the
creature was shaking with |aughter. ,Park on a cloud!*“ Dahnash ex- clainmed. ,Ho ho!*

Hasan was nettled. ,The shaykh didn’t forbid it, did he?"

~Watch, nortal .*

The ifrit canme up level with the cloud and accelerated toward it. Hasan had to cling frantically
as the wind tore at his body.

The cloud | oconed |arger. Far frombeing a tiny puff, it was an i mense boul der of material, white
at the top and with a flat gray bottom

. Dahnash! You' re going to collide!*

.Back-seat driver. Ho ho!“ the ifrit |aughed, and swooped ahead faster. The outlines of the cloud
grew hazy, as though it were surrounded by an atnosphere of its own.

Hasan stared, terrified. Had the denon betrayed hin? Did it plan to kill himby dashing him

agai nst the cloud? Wy had the shaykh trusted himto its care?

They were in the foglike outer fringes. The cloud was so close he couldn't nake out the solid
outlines at all. Every- thing was grayness and fleeting m sts.

Then the sun reappeared. Dahnash had dodged it after all! He had only skirted the edge.

. YOU see, nortal ?"

»You certainly frightened ne,“ Hasan admitted, decid- ing honest flattery was the safest policy.
.But | still don't understand why you think it's so funny to land on a cloud. Does sonethi ng
dangerous |ive upon it?"

Dahnash craned his head around to | ook at Hasan. ,You serious? That was the cloud, nortal."”

.But all we touched was a little mst."

»Now don’t take offense, nortal-but you are ignorant as hell. That’'s all a cloud is. Mst."

.| can never believe that!"”

.Brother!* the ifrit sighed. ,Sone conpany you are going to be.“ He sighed again. ,And they say
men are going to take over the world!*“

Hasan was enbarrassed and angry. ,If you're so smart, why do you have to obey the shaykh? He's a
man. “

~Mrtal, there are nen and there are nen. The shaykh is the greatest of nortals, while | amthe

| east of immor- tals. There is a certain nminiml overlap. Anyway, he offered a pretty good deal.*
»VWell, why do they say one man is worth a thousand jinn? If you re so powerful-*“

»Who says that ?*

. Men say it. Everyone knows-“

~Men say it," the ifrit mmcked. ,Wat preposterous audacity! Wat phenonenal del usions of
grandeur! Did you ever hear an ifrit say it? Did you ever hear Allah say it? Can you docunent such
a statenment ?“

. Vell, we have souls don’t we? You don’'t.*

.Mrtal-we are soul s!*

Hasan was disgruntled. ,What did the shaykh offer you for this job?* he asked, trying to nodify

t he subject.

»Ah, that.“ Dahnash was silent for a nonent, and Hasan thought he wasn’t going to answer. ,He
promised to put in a good word for ne with the council of marids. I'"meligible for pronotion, and-
. Marids?* Hasan was concerned. ,You nmean those big black funnels that tear ships apart?”

. Funnel s? Mortal, when a nmarid tears | oose he doesn’t bother with trifles. He sweeps across the
ocean with the power of a thousand thunderstorns, blacks out the sky, sinks every ship on the sea
and destroys entire cities with the force of his breath.”

.H s breath! You nmean he bl ows down houses and . . . Allah strike you down for such a story!*
»You d be in pretty poor circunstances right nowif Alah did,“ Dahnash observed dryly, gl ancing
down. Hasan involuntarily followed his gaze, and felt inmediately sick. They were very high
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Suddenly he didn’t feel like arguing any nore.
.| suppose | don't know much about the jinn,“ he said.
.~ Never fear, nortal-you have inquired at the proper stall.“ Dahnash took a deep breath and

| aunched into an extenporaneous |ecture. ,Know, O child of Adam that Allah in his w sdonyes,
am a True Believer-and omni potence created three species of intelligent beings to dwell upon the
earth. Fromthe Iight He made the Angels, who are sanctified fromcarnal desire and the

di sturbance of anger. They don't know what they're nmissing, if you ask me. They disobey not His
will; their food is the celebration of Hs glory, their drink the proclamation of H s holiness,
their conversation the commenoration of H's nane, and their pleasure H s worship.

~Fromthe Fire he made the Genii, ranked in five orders: the |lowest are the Jann, who have little
power; next are the Jinn (though this termis over-used generically); then the Devils; then
Ifrits; and finally the nost powerful of all, the Marids. Each of these groups maintains its
representatives on land, in the sea and in the air. | ama flying ifrit-and it is fromny group
the whirling funnels cone. W are second only to the narids. "

»But you have nearly human shape,“ Hasan said, fascinated.

»,Do0 you want nme to change?* Dahnash demanded, and Hasan hastily denurred. ,W can assune any shape

we wi sh, except that the larger it is, the nore diffuse it becones. | could becone the size of an
ant-but | would be an exceedingly heavy ant, and have strength to crush stone in ny pincers. |
could becone a hundred feet tall- but | would have no nore substance than the cloud we flew

through. That’'s why our form changes so much. The size determines it. A nman-shaped, hundred-foot
ifrit would be blown all out of shape by the wind, unless he really was that big in solid state.*
» YOoUu nean you couldn’t destroy a ship, in your funnel-cloud forn"

,Omnortal, | could destroy a ship-but it would be a lot nore difficult than it | ooked fromthe
outside. If it were easy, | assure you that there would be very few vessels left on the ocean! An
ifrit in that shape is invisible. Wat he has to do is exert hinmself to start the air noving and
circling about. Once he gets it going, he can increase the velocity bit by bit and make the whol e
affair larger, until water or sand is sucked up and nortals can | ook upon him If he noves over a
ship then, he can do nuch damage while he has his inertia going for him*

. Hi s what ?“
» You woul dn’t understand. Just think of it as one of the magical attributes. Inertia. Anyway, it
does take pretty careful preparation to acconplish sonething spectacular, like the destruction of

a ship, and | want you to appreciate that."

. O Dahnash, | do!“ Hasan said, and did.

»The water ifrits have sone success with great circles of liquid that suck down everything on the
surface of the sea. Sane principle. And you should see the spectacul ars put on by sone of the
earth-ifrits! | don't know how they do it, but they cone up with cones of fire, red-hot rock, and
soneti mes they shake the ground so hard the houses of nortals fall down. Wat sport! | tell you,
not in thousands of years will your kind avail against such things!*”

Hasan was silent, inpressed in spite of his conviction that the ifrit exaggerated considerably. So
much of what he had been told about the magical real ns was exaggerated. He had heard no angels
singing, for exanple.

Time passed. The ifrit |anded once, upon request, to allow Hasan a rest-stop and sone food, then
resumed the long flight. The day darkened, and still the flight contin- ued. Hasan clung as wel
as he could and hoped sl eep woul d not tunble himoff.

. Where are the angel s?* he inquired, hoping the con- versation would keep himalert.

~Mrtal, it isn't safe to fly that high. 1'd be incinerated and dashed to the ground | ong before
reached heaven.*

.| thought you were imortal.*

.| ambut that doesn’t nean | can break the rules. Haven't you seen the shooting |ight of
chastened ifrits being abolished from heaven? Just a flash in the night, and they' re gone. They
live-but not as flying ifrit any nore, you can be sure. The smart ones stay well within the three-
mle limt.*

Hasan had seen the occasional streaks anong the stars on cloudless nights. It was anmazi ng the way
everything fell into place, once he understood the causes.

»You said there were three intelligent species on earth,” he said, renmenbering another little
nystery. ,You ve told me about the angels and the jinn-*

Dahnash | aughed and | aughed. ,Ho nortal-if you don’t know, I amnot the one to tell you!*
Hasan was not so easily put off. ,Can the third species fly?"

.No, mortal .*“

.Can it performfeats of magic?“

~Very little-and nost of those are illusion.*”
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~Are there many around?

. Very mny. "

»What can this species do?"

.1t can reproduce, nortal-that’'s why there are so many. Ho ho!*

Hasan was frustrated by the ifrit’s too-obvious satisfac- tion. ,It doesn’'t sound |ike anything
worthwhile to ne,“ he said.

» My opinion exactly, nmortal!* Dahnash | aughed. And | aughed.

Chapter 9. Shawahi

In the norning the ifrit landed in the nddle of a white desert. He set Hasan down, stil
chuckling, and departed. For a nonent Hasan thought he saw a funnel rising in the air, but it was
gone i mediately with a faint ,Ho ho!*

He was on his own again.

He hi ked, foraging what he could fromthe land and bearing directly toward the rising sun. The
hills were gentle and rolling, and as he marched the | and becane flat, and was cultivated
extensively with rice. Sonme of the dwindling hills were terraced with nore rice growi ng on the
addi ti onal |evels.

At length he arrived at the city. It was a handsone one, whose architecture differed from
everything he had en- countered before and whose people were yel |l oned-ski nned. They spoke a

| anguage totally different fromhis, as he discovered when chall enged at the gate.

For a time he was afraid they would slay himor im prison himas a stranger, and felt nervously
for the pouch with the fire and i ncense to summon the shaykh. But surely the man had known about
such difficulties, and would not have sent Hasan hither unless he also knew they woul d be

resol ved. What was obvious to a nmagician was sel dom obvi ous to Hasan. But determ nation and on-the-
spot ingenuity had prevailed so far.

This time he did not overcone the problem The people of the city did. They brought a translator.
»What is your business here?" the yellow nman in- quired, once he settled upon Hasan's dial ect.

.| must see the King. | have a message fromthe Shaykh Abu al - Rumaysh. “

The man nodded. He recogni zed the nane. After due formalities Hasan was ushered into the presence
of King Hassun, Lord of the Land of Canphor. At |east, that was the way Hasan understood the
title. It appeared to suffer sonewhat in translation

»S50 you cone fromthe mighty sage of the nountain, the Father of Feathers,“ the King said. Again
Hasan won- dered how rmuch distortion was engendered by the indirect node of conmunication. ,A w se
man. He sent a letter?”

Hasan gave himthe scroll.

The King read it with interest, shaking his head. It was in the King s |anguage; Hasan had peeked,
and seen the peculiar paint-brush synbols resenbling those on Uncle Ab’s stolen door.

The King | ooked up. ,Take this youth to the |odge of hospitality,“ he said.

For three days Hasan resided in the guest-house, royally treated and fed delightfully exotic
meals. He told his entire story to the King, who was suitably amazed to converse thus with a
citizen of a country so far renmoved fromcivilization

On the fourth day they discussed Hasan’s mission. ,Otraveler,” said the King, ,you cone to ne
seeking to enter the Isles of Wak, as the shaykh of shaykhs advises ne. | would send you there
today-but on the way are nmany perils and many terrors, and | amafraid you go only to your death.*
»O King-1 nmust go, for ny wife and sons are there."

.50 | understand. W certainly conprehend the ties of the famly. Have patience; | shall help you
i n whatever hunmble way | can. | have devised a plan that at |east gives you an even chance, and
that is the best | can do, even for the sake of the venerable Abu al - Ruwaysh, whom | would dislike
to di sappoint.*

» Thank you, thank you, O auspicious King!*“

. amnot certain | am doing you any favor,“ the King said sadly. ,But since you insist upon this
adventure | will put you on a ship going in the direction of the Isles. | would take you to Wak
mysel f-but al though I have a mighty host of fighting-nmen, | can not hope to prevail against the
forces of Wak. You will have to enter surreptitiously.*”

,Only tell nme what to do,“ Hasan said, undi smayed.

. will place you on board with a note in nmy own hand designhating you as a clansnman of mne, so
that no one will interfere with you. But nmy protection ends the nonment you | eave the ship, for it
sails beyond ny domain, and nmy name cannot help you at Wak. Now as soon as the captain bids you to
| and, go ashore, for this will be your closest approach to the Isles. You will see a nultitude of
wooden settles on the beach. Choose one, crouch under it, and do not stir a mnuscle. Wen dark
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night sets in you will see an arny of wonen appear and flock about the goods, for this is the way
we trade with that enpire. One of themw Il sit upon the settle you have chosen. Then you nust put
forth your hand to her and inplore her protection. And know, Otraveler, that if she accords you
her protection, you stand an excellent chance of continuing your quest; but if she refuses, you
are a dead man. You are risking your life, and will probably lose it, and | can do no nore for you-
but Allah (here the translator considerately supplied Hasan’s word for God) has smiled on you so
far, or you never woul d have achieved this rmuch. Perhaps he will snile again.*”

. O mghty and pui ssant King, when are the ships com ing here?"

L1t Will be anmonth, and it will take time for themto conplete their business here; but you are
wel come to stay with nme that tine.*

Hasan t hanked hi m and spent a pleasant nonth in the Land of Canphor, |earning sonething of its

| anguage and custom

He al so strained to renenber the speech of Wak that he had | earned from Sana, and i nproved upon
his know edge of it by studying with a |inguist who spoke it. His experi- ence with the King had

i npressed upon himthe need to know ot her tongues than his own.

The ships arrived, anbng them one huge vessel with four nasts, enornbus square sails reinforced by
hori zontal rods of banboo spaced every two feet, and sixty tiny cabins, each sufficient |iving-
quarter for a single merchant. The sides of the boat were brightly painted, and the whole affair
was spectacular and quite entertaining to the stranger. Hasan was unable to count the nunber of
peopl e upon it; there were hundreds.

The days of unl oading and rel oading were interminable, for these traders did not rush things, and
put protocol before conveni ence. Hasan stanped fretfully around the docks, unable either to wait
or to hurry up the process. At last the King sent for him gave himattractive gifts, and equi pped
himwi th the things he needed.

Next the King summoned the captain of the largest ship. ,Take this youth with you in your ship

but do not let any man know he is there or what his purpose is. Put him ashore where you trade
with the amazons of Wak, and | eave himthere."

.Leave himthere! |Is your headsnman ill, that you nmust resort to this manner of execution?”

»This is no convict, Captain, but an honored guest, who desires to travel to Wak.*“

The captain | ooked at Hasan and bl ew out his nous- tache. ,To hear is to obey,“ he said
doubtfully.

»And Hasan,“ said the King. ,Don't tell anyone aboard anything about yourself, in case sonmeone
sees you. If news of your mission preceded you to Wak-*

Hasan agreed whol eheartedly. He nade his farewell to the King, who wi shed himthe best and
conmitted himto the care of the captain. The captain put himin a chest, loaded it into a dinghy,
and hauled it aboard the ship while the crewren were busy preparing for the voyage. No one doubted
this was special merchandi se

Hasan had the run of the cabin. It hardly seemed | arger than a casket. He peeped out to watch the
shorel i ne pass, and was rem nded of the tine so | ong ago when he had been a captive on his way to
Serendi p. Phenonenal adven- ture had waited for himthere. Wuld it be the sane this tine-or

wor se?

The days went by; Hasan |lost count at ten. At length the fleet of ships hove to in a natura

harbor with a long white beach Iined with a number of ornate benches, or wooden couches, al
unoccupi ed. The crewren conveyed the trad- ing goods ashore and picked up, in return, certain

ot her goods waiting on the beach, while the captain ferried Hasan quietly ashore. The men returned
to the ships; the vessels set sail, and Hasan was | eft once nore to his own devices.

Hasan wal ked al ong the beach fromchair to chair, noting the workmanshi p and spl endor of each. He
woul d have to hide under one of these-and upon his choice depended his life, not to nmention the
success of his mis- sion. There were hundreds of them how could he |ocate the proper one? Was
there a proper one?

Sone settles were larger and finer than others. He had to assune that this was an accurate

i ndi cation of inpor- tance. The commandi ng general should have the nost el aborate one of all.
Shoul d he select an insignificant chair on the theory that its ower m ght be young and synpa-
thetic? O a fancy one, knowing that its occupant woul d have nore power?

A young wonman nmight agree to help himnore readily, but probably woul dn’t have the authority to do
much. The nonment her superiors found out, he would be |lost. And, possibly, she would be jeal ous
once she learned his nmis- sion. A veteran would be nuch harder to nove, on the other hand. She
woul d be capable of killing himoutright. The | eaders of arm es were call ous creatures.

Dusk was falling. He had to nake his decision soon, before the wonen cane, or he would be | ost
before he started. Already he heard a distant clanor. They were herel!

He ran pell-nmell for the mightiest chair, a veritable throne, and thrust himself under it.
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The noi se increased. Hasan peeked out from his hiding place and saw a nultitude of warriors
approachi ng, wear- ing strangely-w apped garments and unusual hel nets and swords. This was the
fabul ous army of women he had been told about!

They spi ed the nerchandi se on the beach and gathered about it with delighted exclamations. Warrior-
wonen were still wonen, Hasan refl ected; the strangeness was only in his own view.

After a while their lights ceased to nmove and bob, and the wonen canme to their chairs to rest. One
seated hersel f upon the settle under which he crouched, and he knew his nmonment had conme. He
offered a silent prayer to Allah and grasped the hem of her garnent.

~What is this?* the woman exclaimed in the Wak | anguage, and he was thankful for his recent
practice init.

He crawl ed out and threw hinself to the ground before her. ,O Amazon!“ he cried. ,Your protection
Your goodwi || !*

»Who are you? Stand up and let me | ook at you.*

Her voice was sharp with command, though he could not see her face. This was a | eader, wthout a
doubt .

Hasan stood up. ,Ony mstress! | throw nyself under your protection.*

She peered at himin the light of her torch. ,Wy- you're a nan. Don’t you know we kill any man
who sets foot in our canp?‘

.Have pity on one who is parted fromhis people and his wife and his children! | have travel ed
across the world to rejoin them risking my life and ny soul for their sake. | beg for your help-
otherwise all is lost."

The nerchant-warriors in the neighboring chairs turned to see himstanding there. ,Get out of
sight before they learn you are a man,“ she whispered harshly. ,They'll kill you if they find out.
H de where you were.*

Hasan i medi ately crawl ed under the settle again. ,Mnd-“ the woman said, to the air but |oudly

enough for himto hear, ,|I have not decided what to do with you yet. | want to hear your story
first. Stay there until norn- ing; after that 1’'Il transport you to nmy tent."

,Ony mstress! Thank you, thank you!*

,Don't get effusive. I may have to kill you anyway.*

She stood up and went down the beach, as did the other wonen. They |ighted new torches-fl anbeaux
of wax mi xed with al oes-wood and perfume and crude anbergris- and passed the night in celebration
whi | e Hasan watched and slept fitfully and wondered what was to cone.

At dawn his benefactress returned with an arnful of clothing. ,Put this on," she said. ,Hurry.*
Hasan stood up and donned a |light jacket of nmil, a helnmet, a clasped girdle and footwear that was
obviously intended for no man. The arnor was certainly shaped to other specifications than his,
and quite unconfortable. He slung the sword over his shoulder so that it hung under his arnpit,
and took the spear in his hand.

. Cover your face,“ she directed. ,Your shape is bad enough-but no amazon wears a beard on her
chin.*”

Hasan had seen that the amazons also did not wear veils, but he was hardly in a position to argue
the matter.

. Now follow nme,*“ she said. ,Don’t say a word-your barbarous accent woul d destroy you."

It was not light yet. Hasan both bl essed the murk for the concealnent it offered and cursed it for
making it so difficult to distinguish his benefactress am dst the troops. He didn’t even know her
nane, and hadn’'t seen enough of her face to make it recogni zabl e.

The arned wonen crowded around himas they fol- |lowed a narrow road fromthe beach; severe

canpai gners alternating with lovely young first-terners. They chatted and joked with considerable
crudity, and bunped into each other and hinmsel f, causing hi mnmuch apprehension. Even if he had not
been fearful of discovery, he would not have enjoyed the conmpany of such masculinely attired
wonen. The mail suits suppressed their charnms considerably, both physical and intellectual

They approached the amazon canmp. Mlitary tents were pitched amid the trees, each carefully pegged
and ditched to keep out insects and water. The wonen di spersed, each to her own tent. Hasan | ooked
around-and could not find his patron!

The aisle between the tents was al nbst deserted now. He wandered al ong, uncertain what to do. He
couldn’t just stand outside-the sentries would notice. But how could he risk entering the wong
tent?

He offered up another silent prayer and headed for the largest tent. This was his only chance. He
ent er ed.

The wonman inside had thrown down her arns and was lifting off her mail. She paused as she saw
Hasan, and he paused too, ready to bolt.

»Come in before soneone sees you, young nan,“ she snapped. It was the right tent!
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She finished drawi ng off her arnor, and Hasan did |ikew se, glad to get out of the pinchy and
bul gy costume. They faced each other in the light of the interior |anp.

Hasan had not known what to expect in his conpanion, but he was neverthel ess disappoi nted. She was
a grizzled old woman with straggly hair, winkled eyes, bald eye- brows; gap-toothed, big-nosed
and hoary- headed. Her face was a pocknmarked calamty, but her body rivaled it for ugliness, with
linbs like dry sticks and breasts |ike enpty pouches.

They conversed. She was commander-in-chief of the amazon arnmy with a nane and title he found
difficult to pronounce or conprehend. He settled upon an adaptation he could renenber: Shawahi the
fascinator, Mther of Calanmities. ,The calamties are visited upon the foe, de- spite

appear ances, “ she reassured him ,Now tell ne who you are and how you cane to this country, for
can plainly see you are a stranger.*

Hasan summarized his story for her. He had told it to so nany people in the course of this journey
that it was beginning to sound uninteresting. He refrained fromadd- ing enbellishnments, however;
he wasn’t trying to inpress this wonan, but to obtain her protection and hel p.

~A princess of Wak?“ she repeated, and sniffed. ,Ev- ery peasant girl is a princess when she neets
a handsone stranger. | daresay we can run her down wi thout involving the court.*

It had not occurred to Hasan that Sana mi ght be | ess than she had cl ai ned-but of course she hadn’t
claimed to be a princess. Rose had read it in a book, and he had never questioned it. Sana had
cone acconpani ed by servants, and was so obviously hi ghborn that-

It didn’t matter. He had married her for her beauty, not her royalty. ,Whatever she is,“ he said,
.1 beg of you-help me find her. O herwise |I shall surely die.*

.Dont worry, lad,“ the crone said. ,l like you, and | have decided to help you to achieve your
desire. You are fortunate you encountered ne, because no one el se woul d have hel ped you.“ And she
questioned himclosely on the details of his story.

Hasan answered with conpl ete openness, but remained nervous. At last she was satisfied. ,1 wll
show you how | will help you, O ny son,“ she said. Hasan’s distress abated; by addressing him as
.son“ she had indicated that her own interest in himwas conpassionate rather than romantic. This
was a necessary reassurance, for he had heard tales.

Shawahi cl apped her hands. Young attendants appeared at the front of the tent. ,Sunmon the
captains of the arny to ny presence,“ she said.

The captains cane and stood before her. ,Go out and proclaimto all the troops that they shal
assenbl e tonor- row at daybreak. Let no one stay behind, for she who tarries shall be slain.*

. W& hear and obey,“ they replied.

Al'l day Shawahi gave directions and organi zed the arny for travel. The goods were packed and

| oaded on beasts of burden, and food for the journey was hunted, prepared and stored. Hasan
ascertained this by the sounds about him since he never left the tent.

At dusk Shawahi rejoined him ,I amnot a practicing Buddhist,” she said, ,for the religion of
peace is difficult for warriors and the royal -born. Yet | would solve your problem w thout
violence if | could. It would not be easy for you to recover a girl from Wk itself."

Hasan had nmany questions, for he knew nothing of this religion to which she didn’t bel ong, yet

di sliked thinking of her as an infidel. He wondered what her plan was. But he held back his
queries and accepted the mat she laid out for himin the corner of the tent. She had agreed to
hel p; that was enough, for now

At dawn the troops assenbl ed. Shawahi made Hasan dress in an all-envel oping shawl, with a kerchief
over his face so that nothing showed but his eyes. ,Now | want you to stand beside me and tell ne
if you recognize your wife anmong ny girls, for it is possible that she is anbng them*“ she said.

. But how shall | know her, in arnor?‘

The old wonman sniled. ,Perhaps they will renmove sone of it,“ she said. ,Cone."“

Hasan foll owed her to the beach, where she sat upon her settle and bade himstand beside it. The
captai ns shouted orders and the troops nmoved, unit by unit, past them and down toward the water.
There each worman renoved her arnor and the rest of her apparel and went into the water to bathe.
Naked, buxom girls paraded before himin all their natural charm

Hasan conceal ed his astoni shnent, know ng that the amazons never woul d have exposed thenselves in
his presence had they suspected his identity. They washed their fair skins and frolicked in the
water, no |longer the tough warriors he had seen before. It was anazi ng how nuch of a woman’s

pret ensi ons vani shed with her cloth- ing! These danmsels were beautiful; clean of linb and firm of
breast, with long dark hair stream ng down their backs.

Hasan studied themclosely, trying to recognize the face and feature of his beloved ... but the
sight of their nudity and the soft and rounded decorations between their prancing thighs gave him
a tremendous erection.

Shawahi chuckl ed. She was watching him not her amazons. ,They have attractive . . . faces, don't
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t hey, Hasan?*

. They-yes,“ he agreed, enbarrassed. ,But | don't see ny wife anong them*

Shawahi signal ed, and the first company energed fromthe water and nmarched, naked, directly in
front of the settle, on their way back to their arnor and canp. Hasan found it painful to stand
still-but none of these was Sana.

Al'l nmorning the anazons bat hed and marched past him but though each conpany seened nore

remar kabl e than the |last, and his gaze lingered increasingly on the flexing buttocks retreating
toward the tents, his disappointment grew as he despaired of finding his w fe anmong them

At last the officers bathed. Mdst of these were |less attractive than the lower-ranking girls, but
there was one anong them who stood out |ike the noon anpong stars. She had many waiting-wonen, and
entered the water in the conpany of slavegirls of surpassing beauty. She fell to splashing and
ducking them while they did not dare return the gesture, and Hasan felt hot tears of renenbrance
cone to his eyes as he renenbered his first vision of the bird-nmaiden and her sport in the pool
~This girl is very like ny wife,“ he nurnured, adnir- ing her high bosom and broad thighs as she
came fromthe water to don precious ornanments and clothing threaded with gold.

»Ah-have you recogni zed her, then?* Shawahi inquired.

»No, Ony lady-this is not my wife, nor have | ever seen this dansel before. For a nmonent her
grace and symetry suggested the appearance of ny wife, but not one of these girls is her like."
The ol d wonman frowned. ,Describe her to ne, then. | know every girl in the Isles of Wik, for al
are required to serve under me before taking husbands. Perhaps | wll know her from your
description.*

.M wife has the fairest face and formof grace,” he said, plunging into the task with enthusiasm
. Her cheeks are smooth and her breasts are high; her calves and thighs are plunp to the sight and
her teeth snowy white, her speech a delight; her gifts are noral and her lips red coral -*

. Are you quoting sonet hi ng?"

Hasan flushed. ,W of Arabia get poetic when enotion overcomes us,“ he admitted. ,When | bring to
m nd the imagery of ny |ove-anyway, on her right cheek is a nole, and there is a sign on her waist
under her navel. Her waist is so small her hips seemto be a heavy weight. Her face is brighter
than the nobon and the touch of her lips is a draught fromthe fountai ns of paradise."

Shawahi ' s eyes narrowed specul atively. ,Now give ne a detailed account,“ she said.

Hasan obliged, while the dansel before the water dressed in leisurely fashion. Wen he finished,
the old woman bowed her head.

.| woul d have been happier w thout this know edge,“ she said. ,1 recognize this woman by her
description.”

»O Pilgrinmess! You know her!*

.| know her-but this is no cause to rejoice. O all the wonen it night have been, this is the
worst. For you have described the el dest daughter of the Suprene King of Wk.*

»Yes-1 told you she was a princess!”

.1 f | had believed you, I would never have agreed to help,”“ the old wonan said bitterly. ,I

al l oned for youth- ful exaggeration. That was a m stake.” She faced Hasan, her know edgeabl e eyes
boring into his. ,Now listen, young man. If you' re asleep, wake up. If this woman is indeed your
wife, it is inmpossible for you ever to obtain her. If you came to her somehow, you still could not
possess her, because the di stance between your station and hers is the di stance between earth and
heaven. If you even attenpt to win her, your life and the lives of all who help you will be
forfeit.”

Hasan was plunged into despair. ,O ny |ady-how shall | turn ny back now, after comng this far?
never thought you would forsake nme like this!*”

,O my son-believe ne, if you persist in this quest you can only sacrifice your life. Go hone; you
are too hand- sone to die like this! You have seen all the girls of ny army naked. Tell ne which
of them pl eases you, and | will give her to you in lieu of your wife, and you can return to your

country in safety and confort. That damsel |ingering on the beach-surely she is to your |iking?
She is of royal blood herself, and-*

But Hasan hung his head and woul d not be consoled. ,I cannot live with any but ny bel oved, “ he
said. ,And ny sons."“

Shawahi sighed. ,1 don't know what |I'mgoing to do. If | take you before the Queen you say is
yours, | will lose my own Iife as well, because she will blame nme for admitting you to her |ands,
and her wath is terrible. I will give you a fortune in treasure and fair wonen, if you will only
reconsi der.“

.1 don’t want anything but nmy wife and children,* Hasan said.
Shawahi saw that it was no use. ,This is death for both of us,“ she said, ,but I will take you to
the Queen.*
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Hasan started to thank her, but thought the better of it. She did not want thanks; she was only
honoring the letter of her promise to assist him

»This, then, is the journey lying before us,” she told him ,Fromhere to the chief city of Wak is
a distance by foot of seven nmonths. We fare first to the Land of the Ferals, where tigers and
bears and crocodiles and all man- ner of fearsome creatures prowl. Then we travel on to the Land
of the Birds, where the noise of their wi ngs and screeching scarcely all ows anyone to talk or

sl eep. After that we cone to a third country, the Land of the Jinn, where our ears are deafened by
their cries and our eyes blinded by the sparks and fire of their mouths. At |ast we approach the
mai n section of Wak, the largest island, and cross a mghty river and pass an enornous nountain
Mount Wk, where a tree grows which bears fruits like the heads of the sons of Adam When the sun
rises on themthe heads cry out ‘Wak! Wak!’' and at sundown they cry out again. And yet these

t hi ngs are nothing conpared to the power and wath of the Queen when she finds out-“ she broke
of f, shudderi ng.

The enpire of WAk extended far beyond the seven principle islands. Hasan had been | anded at its
farthest extremty, just south of the Khner enpire that |ay between them and the Land of Canphor.
Their route would skirt the Khmer denesnes and circle a great sea bordering the |ong northern

peni nsul a that reached down toward Wak itself.

They marched. The soil underfoot abruptly changed to deep, bright red, as though a dragon had been
slain and bled of its vengeful life directly into the earth. They kept mainly to the shore,

foll owi ng the white sandy beaches whenever possible.

G ant mangrove trees thrived here. At flood tide only the trunks and crowns showed in the water
but during the ebb the bizarre prop-root structures were exposed, three to five feet |ong and
convergi ng upward toward the stem Individual sections stuck out of the nmud, going nowhere.

The serpentine coastline wound in and out, fringed with forested islands and mangrove swanps.
Hasan hardly knew whi ch direction he was goi ng, because their route seenmed to bear in al
directions. He knew he could never have negotiated this country by hinself.

The | and near the shore was fairly level, but he could see tall nountains rising inland. Rivers
came fromthemto the sea, edged thickly by banmboo forests and nore sparsely by coconut pal ns,
papayas and banana plants. El sewhere the trees were bare; carpets of brown |eaves nmany i nches deep
covered the forest floor.

~Wiy are all the trees dying?* Hasan wanted to know.

Shawahi | aughed and explained that it was the dry sea- son, when the parched forests |lost their
foliage. ,Things will change when the nonsoon cones,“ she said. ,And we’'d better be across the
plain before it does.*

,But the rains bring no harm*

.Stranger, trust me to know ny business. After the rains cone the floods. Al the plain is covered
with dirty water, a sea of it, with nothing but sugar-palns rising out of it to show where the

Il and was. You can't even tell where the salt ocean begins. The native houses are built on stilts
to keep themdry-but we are on foot. It would not be very confortable traveling.*

Hasan shut up, chastened. Still, he naintained a certain skepticism until such tine as he saw
such a wonder for hinself. He had seen floods in Bassorah, but nothing on this order.

They entered the Land of Ferals. Hasan was di sap- pointed; its appearance was nuch the sane as
what he had al ready seen. But of course he shoul d have expected the aninmals to be in scant supply
during the dry season, and should be thankful for it.

Yet why did reality always turn out to be so nuch | ess than anticipation?

He kept his eyes open and did see ani mal s-el ephants, bears, boars, nonkeys and a solitary tiger
Deer bounded away on sight, and a jackal skulked after the party, scav- enging for their renmains.
There were crocodiles and turtles in the rivers, and at night the sharp-pointed porcupines roved
anong the trees. Rats were conmon, and their prettier cousins, the squirrels. Several tinmes he saw
lithe black panthers, and of course there were many snakes of all sizes.

He suspected that the Land of Ferals would be rmuch nore dangerous for an individual traveler. As
it was, in the mdst of an arned party of many hundreds, the trip was dull. They crossed the

pl ains. The outlines of the nountains faded far to the north and the | and becane | evel and

nmonot onous. Drowsi ng buffal oes stood near the water, the hel pful weaver-birds picking parasites
out of their fur. There were villages here: the clusters of houses were indeed on stilts, and the
little island-1ike collections of dwellings were surrounded by bunches of thorny banmboo and pal ns.
Shawahi took the party through one village, stopping for supplies, and Hasan got a cl oser | ook at
the natives and their way of life. The huts were fashi oned of banboo and grass, wi th peaked roofs
of matted hay, and stood three or four feet above the ground. The nen wore the phanung: a |ong

wi de cloth wapped around the body fromwaist to knees, with the two ends passed between the |egs
and tucked into the waist in back to form serviceabl e panta- |oons. The wonmen wore tunic-1like
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dresses, colorful tur- bans and silver rings around their necks. Little boats were in the water,
with domes over their decks like barrels laid sidew se.

The market-place both fascinated and repell ed Hasan. There was none of the vociferous bargaining
he was accus- toned to. The shopper either paid the price or he didn't; the shopkeeper didn't seem
to care. How could anyone do business that way? Later he was to realize that nuch of what he took
to be indifference was in reality the extreme politeness of the people here, and cone to
appreciate this quality very nuch; but this first experience left himcold.

The floors were covered with fresh fruit and vegetables. There had to be sone cultivation in spite
of the dry season, Hasan thought. Did they irrigate? Bright green cone-shaped | otus-pods stood in
piled pyramds. Flattened dried frogs were pressed together in bunches. Turtle eggs and edi ble
Iizards were displayed, together with pugnacious |ive crabs and even |ive octopuses squatting in
bow s of water.

Sone food was al ready prepared: octopus entrails and tentacles served as a side dish to steam ng
boiled rice. Hasan | ooked at the obvious suction pads and nmoved on, unhungry.

Sonme of the young village girls wore fancy belts under their blouses. ,The quality of the belt
shows her value on the marri age market,“ Shawahi explained. ,Good sys- tem*“ Hasan agreed.

That night Shawahi treated himto a special delicacy of the region: a royal fruit called the
durian. It was green and thorned on the outside, alnpbst the size of a man’s head. She cut it open
to expose the creamy neat inside and an odor of garlic, rotten cheese and camel -urine wafted up
She handed a thick slice to him ,Eat your fill, Hasan-you will seldomget to feast on a delight
like this!* she said m schievously, while Hasan gagged on the stench and eyed the brain-Ilike
convol utions of the surface.

Shawahi ate with gusto. ,You'll find it nmelts in your nmouth,”“ she said, cutting a second slice
fromthe large center fruit stone. ,Isn’t this an unforgettabl e experience?"

Hasan agreed wanly.

Egrets rose lazily as the arny marched fromthe village, and hawks circl ed high overhead. There
were cities along their route, but Shawahi intended to avoid these. Next was the Land of Birds.
Hasan wondered whet her his nmouth would feel clean by the tinme they reached it.

Chapter 10. Queen

He was thoroughly weary of the plain by the tinme they reached the forested nountains. Though the
sun beat down mercilessly, there were signs of change. The nobnsoon season was approachi ng.

The transition was abrupt. Suddenly they were in the thickest and rankest rainforest Hasan had
ever seen. Here grew the gigantic yang trees: the enornous trunks branch- less for well over a
hundred feet, topped by broad crowns of small |eathery | eaves. Banboos were the size of trees,
seventy-five feet tall with culms a foot in dianeter. A handsone tree with long, narrow sil ver-
green | eaves bore greenish-yellow flowers on stens sprouting directly fromthe trunk. The

undersi des of the | eaves were reddi sh. Hasan studied it and was remi nded of Serendip; then it
occurred to himthat this could be the tree that bore the durian fruit, and he lost interest.

The party plodded single file through the jungle along narrow trails shut in by walls of green.
Her bs and shrubs rose up to great heights, and sizable tree-trunks stood cl ose together. Elephants
made these trails, Shawahi expl ained; they were indefatigable path-makers, contouring them around
peaks and al ong vall eys.

»A rhinoceros will try to burrow under tangled vegeta- tion,“ she said, ,rather than wal k over it.
But the el ephant is at hone in the forest. It can go anywhere a man can go, and we are not too
proud to use the good trails it |eaves for us.*

Hasan | ooked at the deep growth of clinmbing and twi st- ing plants surroundi ng many of the trunks
and festooning the spaces between them and was glad she felt that way.

Broken tree-trunks lay on the ground, and sone dead trees were so entangled they could not fall
They | eaned, defunct and rotting, upon other trees. Luxuriant noss cov- ered these, and fromthis
nmoss sprang beautifully colored orchids. Cup-shaped pal ms grew where they could, and so did the
tree-ferns. The upper foliage of the forest was so dense that it was inpossible to see the sky
fromthe ground. Only occasionally did the canopy part to admit the blinding sunshine, which
reflected fromthe shiny surfaces of the |ower |eaves. The forest air was hum d and nmusty-a

hot house of solid greens.

This was the Land of Birds. Near the water were snmall white egrets, storks and ibises. Hasan stood
at the edge of a brook, where the sunlight fell fromthe side and nade every leaf turn toward it,
and watched a red- headed crane take off frombehind a tree-trunk bridge. The bird was al nost as
tall as he was, standing, with uniformgray plum age and a bright w ne-red head.

The birds of the forest were much prettier than those of the plain and swanp. There were brilliant
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ki ngfishers, flocks of noisy green parakeets, and jungle hens with rusty red feathers and a

metallic sheen in the tail. There were pheasants, crows, falcons and buzzards; peacocks perched
over the streans, and the pied hornbill was frighteningly large in flight. Hasan’s favorite was
what he learned was the long-tailed broadbill: it had a green back, yellow throat, blue tail, and

a black cap with a bush of blue and yell ow feat hers. Shawahi al so pointed out the small swifts,
from whose nests soup was nade
But birds were hardly the only creatures here. The jungle resounded with the calls of unseen

animal s and the chatter of fanilies of gibbons. The shrill nass-chirping of the cicadas began at
dawn and filled the air until the hottest part of the day. Then it stopped-no one begrudged the
insects a rest-and began again in the afternoon until it reached a deafening crescendo at dusk.

Even at night it did not stop; the noise abated only gradually as the hours of darkness passed.
The nount ai nsi des were steep, and hi gh up Hasan en- countered nests of sticks half the height of a
man. No, not for birds-these were built by wild pigs to protect their burrows from predators.
Flying lizards noved between the trees, and bats appeared in every size. ,Wait until you see the
flying centipedes of Wak,“ Shawahi sai d.

Hasan had thought he had seen the npbst spectacular refuge of wild-life and wi |l derness in Serendip.
Now he realized that there was a great deal yet to appreciate.

The nonsoon cane as they crossed the valley between the | ong nountain ranges, to the western side
of the penin- sula. The rains beat down with devastating force, drench- ing everything with

el emental savagery. This was one of the wettest spots in the world, Shawahi said, and Hasan
believed it.

They noved on south, day by day. Brilliant flowers were everywhere. Plants clinbed trees, reached
up through the crowns and out into the sun. Sone plants even lived in the high foliage entirely,
with their roots dangling in the air below Butterflies fluttered about, and even fish clinbed
trees.

Land appeared across the ocean to the south. This was the major island of Wak itself-the |and
where Hasan was to neet his fate.

They crossed in |ong doubl e-hulled boats, the amazons taking paddl es and rowi ng vigorously in
their enthusiasmto be hone. Al day they rowed, and did not touch |and again until night; Hasan
was glad there was no stormthat day, for the ocean seened exceedi ngly wi de and deep for such tiny
craft.

They | anded; but the journey was hardly over yet. They had yet to traverse the Land of the Jinn.
Great mountains lay to the south and west. The country- side did not seemto change, except for
one notable fea- ture: the top of the largest nountain they passed was white. Hasan renenbered
this effect fromthe nountain of the black Shaykh

.Wiat’s the matter with that peak?* he denanded, gesturing.

Shawahi smiled. ,That is snow “

Hasan fidgeted in the heat, |ooking for the joke. ,But snowis cold."

She nodded agreeably.

Hasan gave up. Evidently he was nissing sonething again.

They marched inland now, through thick forest. Ani- mals and birds of every description were
present, and Hasan gaped at banboo stal ks over two feet thick, and fly-covered flowers the sane
size. The soil was uncom nonly rich and bl ack, but still-!

At night he woke with a shock: the ground was shaking! ,Wat’'s happeni ng?* he shout ed.

. G0 back to sleep, lad,” Shawahi munbled. ,1 told you this was the |and of the Jinn.*

The jinn! So it was true. The flying ifrit Dahnash had said that the denons of the earth could
shake the ground..

»,Do they really make cones of fire?"

,OF course,“ the old wonman said. ,Go to sleep.*

. How can | sleep when the jinn are wal ki ng?*

Shawahi sat up. ,Listen, Hasan-all that a man needs for happiness is a horse, a knife, a wife and
a singing bird. That’s a proverb of ours. Wrry about your wife. That’'s all you' re mi ssing. You
don’t need to concern yourself about the doings of the fire-spirits. You' Il see enough of that
tonorrow. Now sl eep. “

Somehow he wasn’t reassured.

In the norning they marched uphill. The jungle opened out and they stood before a ragged nountain
of om nous appearance. ,That’s your cone,“ Shawahi said. ,One of the largest in Wak. See-there's a
little fire now. “

Hasan | ooked anxi ously. The top of the nountain |lev- eled off, and above it was a cloud of snopke.
As he watched, an expanding ball of blackness puffed up fromthe nountain itself.

.That's really a ball of steam and ashes,” the old woman said. ,Just a little innocent practice.
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Sonetimes Magna is angry; then the fire shoots out and the ashes fall everywhere, and the terrible
burning rock flows down the side. Wen that happens, you nust get as far away as you can.“ She
snmled remniscently. ,But it doesn’t happen often.*

» Magma? Who is-?"

~Magna is the marid of the nountain. You haven't seen power until you ve seen a marid in action
But don’t be alarned-our tenple to Buddha is nearby, and while the holy nmen hardly serve the
mari d, there seens to be a pacifying influence."”

- What kind of tenple does-Buddha-have?* Hasan was still curious about this strange religion that
never faced Mekkeh.
»You Il see it when we pass beyond the nmountain. There are holy relics and the sacred ashes of our

dead. You can hear the bells for many mles, and it is a sanctu- ary for all who are in need.*

. But why so far fromyour cities? You said we stil

have to travel many-*

»Buddha | oved the forest. Atree may be as holy as a tenple. Isn’t that true in your |and?"

Hasan shook his head, amazed. ,And Buddha permits a narid to nenace the tenple?”

.Buddha is tolerant,” she said sinply. ,Even the jinn have the right to seek destiny in their own
fashion.”

He found it hard to conprehend such an attitude. But in a | and where nountai ns bore snow in the
heat or belched fire fromtheir sunmts, strange beliefs had to be expected. O were the jinn so
powerful in their own | and that even a god-an infidel god, he corrected hinmself mentally-had to
defer to then?

VWhat ever the situation, he had a nasty prenonition that the fire-denons, large and snall, would
not stay pacified until his quest was over

Yet the old worman hardly seenmed to be concerned about such things. Instead she worried about the
reaction of the Queen. If the Queen of Wak were really Sana, his wife, why should there be such
concern? He knew Sana did not have the heart for vengeful measures. She had sel dom been abl e even
to reprimand a househol d sl ave. Whatever her reputation m ght be here, he was confident that once
he found her and talked with her, she would agree to cone back to Baghdad with him

Shawahi had said that the wonman he described as his wife was the Queen-but sonehow t he
personalities were entirely different. How could this terrible Queen be his wife-and if she were
not, where was his wife? Surely there could not be two on earth |ike her.

As Hasan's journey neared its conclusion, his apprehen- sion and concern increased. Somnething was
wWr ong.

The house was | arge and strange to Hasan, though he had | earned to take strangeness as a matter of
course. Its tinmbers were of dark hardwood, nmuch of it carved and painted in intriguing artistry,
and suspended mats of banboo forned certain walls and the peaked ceiling. Fromthe outside he
could see that the structure was square at the base and topped by a fantastic sway-backed thatch
that curved up into a decorated pinnacle at either end. The roof reninded himof the saddle of a
gi ant - but he woul d not have cared to be the giant who bestrode so knifelike a support.

»,O ny nmother!® Hasan exclai ned as Shawahi entered. ,What did she say?"

She eased herself into a seated posture, looking old. ,O0 wetched man, would | had never seen your
face.”

Hasan stood back despondently. ,The Queen is not ny wfe?"

»Hasan, | would do a ritual dance for joy that would rattle ny brittle bones apart if | were only
certain that she was not."“

. Then she is ny bel oved!“

Shawahi fixed himwith a dour stare. ,Oill-fated one, be silent and hear ny story."“

Per pl exed, Hasan sat down and |i st ened.

Shawahi | eft her house (she narrated) in the nmorning with bitter forebodi ng. She had brought the
foolish youth, Hasan, into the city disguised as a handmai den-i ndeed the fairness of his
conpl exi on assisted the subterfuge-and hidden himin a roomapart, |est any should come to know of
himand i nformthe Queen and bring the stroke of the sword upon them both, and she hoped he
appreciated this properly. She had served himherself while striving to instill in himthe fear of
the awful nmmjesty of the Supreme King, the father of this wonman he clainmed as his wife, but he had
wept before her nost piteously and said, ,Ony lady, | choose death for nyself and |loathe this
worldly life, if | unite not with my wife and children: | have set ny existence on this venture
and will either attain ny aimor die."

What could a tired old woman do in the face of an attitude Iike that? A |lover never barkened to
the speech of one who was fancy-free. If he was deternined to throw his |ife away, she would
sinmply have to cast about for sonme way to nmake it |less suicidal. Thus she repaired to the Queen
with her mind tunbling with abasenments and peti- tions, hoping that the royal heart night in sone
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way be softened.

The Queen was the el dest daughter of the Supreme King, who had put her in charge of the state
while he visited with his six renaining daughters, all virgin naid- ens. The Queen had absol ute
power here in her city; but Shawahi had a clai mupon her favor because she had reared all the
King's daughters and trained themin weap- onry and tactics until they were the finest of anazon
warriors. Now she needed all the good-will there might be in store, for the Queen was not going to
be pleased with what the old woman had to rel ate.

Shawahi was adnmitted readily to the presence and fell down and kissed the floor before the Queen.
. Cone, beldane, rise and sit beside ne,“ the Queen said, enbracing her formally. ,|I haven't seen
you in a year. Did you have success in your trading expedition?®

,Om lady, it was a blessed journey, and | have brought you a gift which | will present to you
very soon. But O ny daughter, Queen of the age and the tinme-"“

» Speak, woman. ¢

.1 have a favor to ask. But it is a delicate matter, and | pray it will not upset you. | hesitate
to bring it up-*“

.Come, nother-tell nme, and | will acconplish it for you. My troops, ny kingdom and nyself are at
your disposition.*

But the old wonan trenbl ed and quivered like a dry reed in the wind of the nonsoon. ,O protect ne
fromthe wath of the Queen,“ she nurnured fearfully to herself. Then, to the Queen: ,Ony |lady, a
man hid hinself under my settle in the North District and begged ny protection. He said he was
searching for his wife and children, and would die if he found them not. Never have | seen a
braver or nore handsone man. | tried to discourage him but-*

»And so you brought himhere . “ the Queen said softly. ,Concealing himcarefully fromyour
troops while you kept himin your tent.*

., O my |ady!"”

The Queen contenpl ated her thoughtfully. ,And the favor you crave of ne is this: that | now permt
this mannequi n of yours to achieve his desire.”

Shawahi mai ntai ned the silence of terror. She knew too well the mannerisns of the Queen

The storm broke. ,Oill-onened bel dane! Have you cone to such a state of | ewdness that you now
nmust sneak strange nmales to the sacred isles of Wak and flaunt them before your Queen? Have you no
fear of the nischief I should weak upon your head for such treachery? By the head of ny father
the King, but for your service in ny youth, | would inrediately put both you and this man to the
foul est of deaths, and set your corpses beside the gates of the city so that travel ers night take
dire warning by your fate. O accursed! None dares do the |ike of this outrageous deed!*“

A glimer of hope lit the old woman’s face. The Queen had not stated that she woul d execute them
only that she might. ,Onistress of the ages! Surely it behooves your power and generosity to
grant this suffering traveler some token. At |east give him audi ence before sending himon his
way. He hails from Baghdad, throne city of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid.*

»Baghdad? | know of no such city.“ But Shawahi knew by the subtle nuances of her manner that the
Queen did recogni ze the nane.

,Omy Queen! It is arich and powerful enpire with armes like the sands of the sea, and Hasan is
a prince of-

»A prince? Then why did he have to beg your aid?"

»A prince of nmerchants, O ny lady.“ Shawahi was no | onger certain how nmuch the Queen knew. Could
she actually be Hasan’s wife? At any rate, it obviously wasn't safe to try to pass himoff as
royal born, however hel pful that m ght have been. ,All he desires in the world is the recovery of
his wife and two sons. A small thing to grant, to one of your-*

. will be the judge of what is small.“ But she was interested now. ,He has two sons, but sent his
wife to Wak? What kind of man is this?"

., He did not send her. She escaped without his notice and flewwith her children to Wk, |eaving
word for himto followif he desired. And now he is here, having braved the nost-*

The Queen cut her off with a gesture. ,1 don’t have tine to see him But his case is curious, and
I will grant himwhat he says he wants. Summon all the wonen of the city and parade them before
himtonorrow, if he knows his wife anong them | wll deliver her to himand send himhonme wth
honor . “

. But my |ady-*“

~And i f he knows her not in the norning, I will crucify himover your door that very afternoon
Such is my decision.”

»And this is the calamty you have brought upon your- self!* Shawahi said to Hasan in concl usion.
»Now that the Queen knows of your presence here, there is no es- cape. Tonorrow you nust view the
assenbl ed wonen of the city.*
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,But that’s no calamity. The Queen is hel ping ne.*

Shawahi sighed, as she did so often when reasoning with him ,O for the innocence of youth! She
has sen- tenced you to death, Hasan.*

.But | can recognize ny wife in a nonent."”

She cl osed her eyes as though in nmeditation. ,You will view all the wonen of the city, no nore.
This city. Do you know how many cities there are in the enpire of Wak?"

» Wiy, | thought-*

.But let’'s say she is in this one city, of all the hundreds in Wak. Wat nakes you think you'l
see her?"

»But you said all the women woul d be-*

~A'l but one, Hasan.*

He gazed at her, confused. ,One?"

» The Queen hersel f.*

~Vell yes, you did say ny wife was very |like the Queen, but-*

.Can there be two like her in all the world?"

»No! No one could nmatch ny wife!*

Shawahi spread her hands. ,So it is death.*”

.| don’t understand.*“

She opened her eyes and stared at him sonberly. ,The woman you descri be as your w fe nust either
be the Queen or one very like her. Believe ne, there is none like her in the city. So if she is
not your wife, you will not find what you seek anong the wonen of the city tonorrow “

~Well, 1 suppose not. But-“

»Could the Queen be your w fe, and not know it ?"

., course not!*

.- Then, if she knows she is the one you seek, why should she set up this parade of dansel s? Wy
condemn you to death for failure-know ng you nust fail ?"

Hasan was shocked. ,My bel oved woul d never do that!*“

Shawahi | ooked upon himw th the conpassion of the very old for the very young. ,Hasan, did it
ever occur to you that you never knew your wife very well? You | oved her for her beauty, heedl ess
of what might lie behind it. You captured her by force and conproni sed her so that she had to
marry you or be forever sullied and ashaned. You held her prisoner in Baghdad while you begot sone
sons upon her. Wen she had the chance, she fled fromyou. She never returned to Baghdad or
Serendi p, though she could easily have flown there in her feather-suit. What makes you think she
wants to join you now, or even see your face again?"

.| know she | oves ne."“

»You're likely to carry that touching faith with you to your execution,“ she said. ,Tonorrow
afternoon. | know the Queen; | raised her. She is crafty and cruel beyond any in the enpire and
her heart is a pointed stone.*

~That is not ny wife."

.Hasan, sonetinmes | wonder whether your wife exists at all. There is only one way you can save
your life tonorrow. Wen the wonen parade before you, pick out the prettiest and clai mher as your
wife. Bring her to me and I'lI|l beat her until she agrees to do anything you denand. That will
satisfy the Queen.“ ,But if the Queen is my wife, she will know “ ,Precisely. If she is not your
wi fe, she won't suspect. If she is, she’'ll be satisfied to be rid of you, either by marriage or
crucifixion. That’s the way her mnd works.® ,1 can’t do it. | must have ny wife and children.*
Shawahi gave up. ,Never have | seen a man so eager to die!”

In the norning Hasan stood before the palace while all the nmmidens of the city paraded past, a
hundred at a time. The girls treated it as a festive occasion and dressed ac- cordingly. Many of
the men of the city lined up beside Hasan to help him peruse the offerings. If he didn't find a
wi fe, sonme of them night.

Hasan had relinqui shed his original outland garnents and now dressed in accordance w th \Wak
convention. He was outfitted in a tubular length of material wound around his wai st and reachi ng
al nost to the ground, surnounted by a high-collared jacket. On his head was an intricately draped
flat turban which made himfeel a little nore at ease but whose wi ndings were unfamliar. Now that
he was anong nen dressed sinilarly, Hasan was gl ad Shawahi had nade hi m change.

Most of the wonen on display were dressed in two-piece costunmes: a skirt of colorful cloth wound
neatly over wai st and hips and hanging in folds to the hemjust above the bare feet; a |ong-

sl eeved bl ouse. A cumerbund held both in place. Black hair was brushed back and coil ed
attractively or tied behind.

Interspersed with this ordinary clothing were the nore ornate fineries of the wealthier fanmlies:
bl ack dresses spangled with gold, set off by el egant scarves worn over the shoul ders, and
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spect acul ar headdresses. Full I|ength costunes of brightly decorated cloth, sewn with flower-

patterns so thick that the color of the underlying material was a matter of conjecture. Dancing-

girl costunmes cut well beneath the shoul ders and draped with stoles of golden thread and jewel ed

scarves.

Hasan was suitably inpressed by the endless glitter and variety of clothing; but what amazed him

nost was the fact that not a single wonan wore a veil. He had naturally assumed that the anazons

flouted convention because of their trade, so had becone accustoned to their naked countenances.

Shawahi had told himthe people of the Enpire of Wak neither covered their faces nor called on

Al l ah, but he had been unable to credit this conpletely until faced with the proof. A dansel’s

nost intimate secret was her face-yet these girls snmiled and | aughed and di sported thensel ves

openly in the full sight of nmen, unashaned.

Once he got over the shock, he rather enjoyed this quaint naivete.

Many of the young wormen were fair, and not a few |l ooked his way and smled, know ng his m ssion
but Sana was not anong them

~Are you sure you can’'t select one to call your wife?* Shawahi whispered. ,The Queen is grow ng

i npatient.*

Hasan shook his head, refusing to acknow edge her neani ng.

The | ast of the wonmen passed. Shawahi slowy trekked into the pal ace.

Hasan waited, not believing that the Queen could so callously order his death. At |east she woul d

have to see him and if she were his wife-

If she were Sana, and still could execute him then he had no further need of life.
Pal ace guards energed: grim husky nmen in polished arnor. Their captain approached. ,Hasan of
Baghdad?*

Hasan nodded. They | aid hands upon himand threw himdown. H's face landed in the dirt so that he
had to splutter to spit it out. Guards took hold of his feet, and haul ed.

He turned his head aside and covered his face with his hands, but even so the abrasions of dust
and sand burned into his cheek.

They were doing it. They were going to kill him

At the place of execution the guards stood himup, ripped a strip fromhis skirt, and bound it
over his eyes. The last thing he saw was the gl eam of naked bl ades as they cerenoniously
flourished their weapons.

In the scant nmonments remmini ng, Hasan thought about the circunstances that had summned hi m here
Bahram t he Persi an-how he woul d have | aughed to see this scene! Hasan was glad he had killed the
evil magician. Rose-the youngest and warnest of the princesses-how she would cry, if ever she
knew. Perhaps he should have married her; she would certainly have made an excellent w fe. But
Sana had cone, the beautiful bird-nmaiden.

No, this was the way it had to be. Sana-or death.

The blow did not strike. What were they waiting for?

.Don't get inpatient, inposter,” the captain said. ,W wll accombdate you as soon as the Queen
gi ves her royal perm ssion.*

The Queen was coming here- Surely she would have nercy, if-

Foot st eps approached. He heard the soft rustle of skirts, smelled queenly perfune.

.He is ready, Majesty,“ the captain said.

»Cut off his head.” Sana's voice!l ,Tie his corpse over this old crone’s door, a warning to any who
dare adventure into our country under false pretenses. Proceed.“ How could she do this, seeing

hi n?

Rough hands grasped himagain, forcing his head down. ,If you nove, stranger, the cut will not be
clean, and you will die slowy,“ the captain warned hi mwi thout enotion. He heard the slight
friction of arnor as a sword was |lifted two-handed above his neck

»O Queen!“ Shawahi’s voice cried out near at hand.

.,Omy lady, by ny claimfor fosterage, do not be hasty in this matter. This poor wetch is a
stranger who has risked his life and traveled fromthe end of the earth in pursuit of his love. He
has suffered what none have suffered before him and cone here only because | prom sed hi msafety;
and | prom sed only because of ny trust in your nmagnanim ity and your sense of justice and

quality of nmercy. | would never have brought himhere otherwise. | said to nyself, ‘The Queen wll
take pleasure in | ooking upon him and in hearing himspeak his verses, and in his sweet discourse
and el oquence, |ike pearls upon a string.” And he has entered our |and and eaten our food, and

therefore has a clai mupon our hospitality.”

A pause, then Shawahi continued. ,You cannot con- demm himuntil he has seen all our wonen, for
that was your royal word. You are the only one he has not | ooked upon. WIIl you keep your oath and
show hi m your face?"

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (66 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:13 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20A nthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Hasan.txt

Sana’s voice replied, but with an irony Hasan had never heard in his wife. ,How can he be ny
husband and have had children by nme, and | not know it?"

This was the point Shawahi herself had rai sed to Hasan, but she chose to ignore it this tine.
»Your word, O Queen. Can you put himto death when the terns have not been honored? Do you want
the report to be spread abroad that you hate all strangers and put themto death for no reason?
They will call her an evil Queen who is known for such a thing!*"

. YOUur own stringy neck is not far fromthe sword,“ the Queen nuttered. Then, to the guards:

. unbind his eyes!*

The cruel tourniquet came off. Hasan blinked at the sudden rel ease and light, unable to focus

i medi atel y.

.,Look at ne, stranger, before you die,“ the Queen said.

Hasan shi el ded his eyes, squinted, and peered at the royal personage. He saw the el egant, jewel-
encrusted robe, the sash of bright exotic weave, the slimlovely arns with their thick silver
bracel ets, the shining crown, and finally her face.

It was Sana.

Chapter 11. Sana

Shawahi was hol ding up his head and cleaning his face. At first he didn't realize that he had
fainted; then it seened as though a great anmpount of tinme had passed. It hadn't; the guards were
still standing with blades unlinbered, and Sana had not noved or changed expression

.1 f you are satisfied..." she said, turning to the guards. There was no hint of recognition or
conpassion in her face. She was indifferent to his fate and angry at the delay; that was all

»But Sana!“ he cried, appalled.

One brow arched in a nanner never characteristic of his wife. ,Wat is this dog yowing about
now?*

,Don’t you know nme, Sana? |’'m Hasan-your hus- band and the father of Nasir and Mansur, your sons.
How can you rmurder ne?"

The Queen spoke to Shawahi. ,This stranger is jinn-mad. He stares ne in the face with w de-eyes
and says | amhis wife!*

Shawahi cane instantly to Hasan's defense. , O Queen, do not blane himfor that. There is no renmedy
for the lovesick. He is a nmadman, but fromthe force of his passion, not the jinn.“ Then, before
Hasan coul d speak: ,Hasan, this is Nur al-Huda, Queen of Wak-and a maid.*

Hasan had been studying the Queen with growi ng per- plexity. Her strange nane-which he had
translated into his owm terns, as he had to do for all WAk nonencl ature- was the |east of his
concerns. ,| tell you, she is either ny wife or very sinmilar to her. She-*

»Don’t you know what your wife |ooks |ike? Shawahi cut in. ,Are you sure you didn’'t see her this
nmor ni ng anong the-*

»She | ooks like that,“ Hasan said doggedly, indicating the Queen. ,But now | think this wonan is
not ny-*

Nur al - Huda made a peremptory gesture. ,Do you say, stranger, that | resenble your wife very

cl osel y?*

. Marvel ously closely. [|-*

.Exactly what is it in your wife that resenbles ne?"

,O my lady, you are a nodel of beauty and | oveliness, el egance and anorous grace. Your shape is a
marvel of feminine symretry and your speech is as sweet as the songs of singing birds and your
cheeks bl ush nost becomningly and your breasts jut forward in a manner to shane all others and

i nflane the passions of nen. In all these things you resenble her so closely that ny eyes are
unable to tell you apart or say which one is nore conely, and your face is fair and brilliant as
hers. No one in all the kingdons of the world and of the jinn can match my wife in beauty unless
it is yourself.”

Nur al -Huda’s nien softened sonewhat, for Hasan had obviously spoken fromthe heart. ,As lovely as
t hat ?“

,Omnmy lady, it is inmpossible for me to describe your perfection, for such is beyond the tongue of
a nortal . *

»Not so very beyond, | think,“ she murnmured. ,And this is the beauty of your w fe?"

.Yes, ny |lady, except-*“

. EXxcept that she has borne two children,“ Shawahi interposed urgently.

The Queen | aughed. ,Ah-then | amas fair as he renenbers her." Hasan suddenly realized what woul d
have happened if he had carel essly nade any exception unfavorable to the Queen. Shawahi had saved
him wth distaff alertness, froma fatal m stake-for Nur al-Huda did | ook ol der than Sana.
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Sana’ s appearance, unlike that of |esser wonen, had in no way suffered from her notherhood. The
two wonen were astonishingly close, but Sana retained the luster of youth. The Queen had evidently
been a maid for a long tine.

. Beldame,“ the Queen said, ,take this eloquently-spoken young nan back to your house and see that
all his needs are attended to. | shall examine himfurther at another hour.“ She flashed an
enigmatic glance at him ,lIt be- hooves us to ease the sorrow and travail of his | ong separation

i n whatever manner we may, and explore this curious affair nost carefully so that we may help him
win his wsh.*“

Shawahi took Hasan’s armto | ead himaway, but the Queen stopped her another nonent. ,Deliver him
into the care of your servants, nother. Return imediately to ne.*

.Be very careful, Hasan,“ the old worman nurnured as they left. ,The Queen is nobst dangerous when
she smiles.” But the presence of the guard prevented her fromclarify- ing her meaning.

For ten days Hasan lived in confort at Shawahi’s house, well attended and wi thout cares, except
for uncertainty about his future and that of his mission. Shawahi was absent; the Queen had sent
her on a special trip without inform ng himof its purpose.

Twi ce the Queen sunmmpned himfor an hour’s dialogue in the massive stone pal ace.

She was perfectly polite, but asked for no further de- scriptions of beauty, and Hasan suffered

i ncreasi ng uneasi - ness. She was older than his wife, by ten years or nore, and it showed nore in
her manner than in her appearance. Were Sana was foolish, the Queen was strong; where Sana was
warm the Queen was cold. And she had a terrible tenper

Hasan answered her questions as well as he could, not certain where they were |eading but sure
they had a sword-1ike point. He recogni zed, belatedly, that had it been Nur al-Huda on the pal ace
roof in the guise of a bird-nmiden, instead of Sana, he never woul d have conquered her. She was a
warrior lass, strong as a man and adept at weaponry, and she offered neither heart nor body to any
nman.

He wondered why she had been so readily flattered by his descriptions the first tinme he saw her
Thi s weakness of vanity did not ring true, now that he knew her better. She was vain, yes-and hot -
bl ooded too-but in her these sentiments were given rein only when it suited her conve- nience.
They were liabilities no nore than they woul d have been in a nman.

Meanwhi | e, she had promi sed to help himin his quest.

Hasan basked in that, and stilled his uneasiness. The Queen really wasn’t as bad as Shawahi’s

nmor bi d predictions.

The ol d woman reappeared abruptly on the tenth day. Never a pl easant sight, she was a horror now.
Her skin was sallow and she was quivering as though in nortal fear. Al strength of character
seened to have been drai ned out of her

Twenty manel ukes of the pal ace guard acconpani ed her, their expressions businesslike. Sonething
was w ong.

.G eetings, O venerable nother,"*
news she brought.

Shawahi ski pped the formalities. ,Conme speak with the Queen, ill-onmened one! Didn’t | warn you not
to come to Wak? Didn't | offer you the best of ny naidens for your own, if only you gave up this
hapl ess quest before disas- ter? But no; you would not listen to ny advice. You rejected ny
council and chose to bring destruction upon yourself and upon ne also. Well, you have your wi sh.
Up then, and take what you have chosen, for death is near at hand. Speak with the tyrant Queen!"”
Fri ghtened, Hasan acconpani ed her. And while they journeyed to the palace, the old woman told him
what had happened.

After seeing that Hasan was confortable and that the servants knew their duties, ten days ago,
Shawahi returned to the Queen as directed. The latter was pacing the floor restlessly, her roya
skirts whirling as she turned.

» D0 you remenber what he called her?“ she snapped.

.0 my lady-“ Shawahi began, trying to conprehend what the Queen was tal ki ng about.

~1The wife, crone. He called her ‘“Sana’ . . . and he naned two sons.*

The old woman waited, still uncertain what this was |eading to.

LIt isin nmy mnd that the stranger spoke the truth,“ the Queen continued. ,OQherw se he surely
woul d have selected a woman of the city for his wife, whether he knew her or not. |If ny thought is
true, ny youngest sister, Manar al-Sana, is his wife-for the traits of surpassing beauty and

excel ling grace which he described are found in none but my sisters, and especially in her. And

i ndeed she has two boys which she says she adopted as foundlings after being stranded in the

wi | derness. She coul d be the one.*

O course! Shawahi cursed herself for her stupidity. Wiy hadn’t this occurred to her when Hasan
first de- scribed his wife, since she knew all the daughters of the King well? She could so easily

‘ Hasan said, hoping that bright words woul d di spel whatever dire
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have enabled himto win his w fe. But now

,O my mstress, what do you contenpl ate?* Shawahi inquired with a quaver. She had excellent reason
to distrust the notives of the Queen

Nur al - Huda appraised the old woman’s attitude at a gl ance. One of the disconcerting things about
her was the fact that she could read Shawahi nore readily than the old worman could return the
favor. ,Do not fear for his safety, nother. | nmean only to verify that nmy sister is his wife and
the children his, for young boys should not be isolated fromtheir sire. | swear by all nmanner of
oaths that if this is the case, | will not hinder himfromtaking themback to his own country.
will send himhone with wealth and troops befitting royalty-but |I nust be certain, first."
Reassured, Shawahi |istened to the Queen's instructions. She was to armherself and travel to
Manar al -Sana’'s residence with a troop of horsenen and bring back the two boys. She was to keep
the m ssion secret, and not tell anyone why the |ads were being taken until the connection had
been verified, otherw se the test would not be valid.

Shawahi prepared herself at the pal ace, gathered her escort, and nade the three-day journey to the
sout hwest coast where the six other sisters dwelt. Each had her little island off the main Isle,
Sana’'s being the nost distant. The crossing was acconplished, the official request presented.

» Wiy of course | owe ny sister a visit,“ Sana agreed.

,Only let me bid farewell to ny father the King, and | will return with you now. “

This was not precisely what Shawahi had intended. The trial of the boys’ father-relationship had
to be nade with- out the nother present, so that no equivocation was possi- ble. ,M/ |ady, your
sister bids nme also bring your two boys to her, for she has never seen them?*“

Sana’ s pl easant bearing changed. ,O ny nother, | cannot take themon such a journey. My vitals
trenble and ny heart flutters when | think of the dangers to which they m ght be exposed. | fear
for their health even when the zephyr breathes upon themin the night.*

Shawahi had been afraid of this. ,Wat words are these, O nmy daughter? Surely you don’'t believe
your sister nmeans harmto these innocents? She is the Queen, and you dare not cross her in this
matter or she will be very angry with you. It is hardly unnatural for her to want to see her

nephews. “
Sana bowed her head. She had never had the firmmess of her sisters. ,|1 don't know what to do. |
| ove them so nuch, since they are all | have to renmenber their father by. How can | expose themto-

“ She broke off, horrified.

Shawahi caught the slip. ,You did know their father, then. The boys are not foundlings."

Sana knelt and clutched the old woman’s skirt. ,O my nother, please, please never tell anyone
that! It would nmean ny life."

There was nore Shawahi wanted to know, but she had proni sed the Queen not to divul ge her true
purpose, and further questions would give it away. She was sure now in her own nmind that Sana was

Hasan’s wife, and that she still loved him But why hadn’t the silly girl rejoined himin Baghdad?
O at least left word at Serendi p?
. will say nothing, ny daughter,“ Shawahi pronised, know ng that this would change nothi ng. How

she longed to speak Hasan’s name and bring the couple together again! But the given word was
absol ute, in Wak, and the reuniting would happen soon in any event. Once the Queen was assured of
the situation, all would be well.

It gave her a warmfeeling, for Shawahi had conme to | ove Hasan as a son, and Sana, despite her
sof t ness, had been her favorite foster-daughter. The two were alike in physical beauty and warnth
of personality and especially in that certain quality of naivete that was so rare in the world

t oday.

Meanwhi |l e there was the mission. ,O ny daughter, you know ny affection for you and those dear to
you, for indeed | raised you nmyself after your gracious nother died. Gve your sons to ny charge,
so that | may take themto the Queen, and | will care for themwith the same heart | cared for

you. Never fear for their safety; | will dress themin tw little coats of mail and protect them
with my life until you join themagain. You can follow me at your leisure, and all will be well."
Sana remai ned uncertain, but finally agreed. ,Take them*“ she said with tears in her eyes, ,and
will follow when | assenble ny party in a day or so, even as you say. | know they are safe in your
care.*

Shawahi hoped this faith was justified. The Queen had prom sed, but the Queen was a | aw of her
own.

She went next to see the King, for it would have been an act of disrespect to |eave w thout paying
homage to the nominal ruler of all the enpire. She had served himloyally for all her adult life
and held himin the highest esteem He was a man who deserved nore than a fam |y of seven
daughters and no son.

After the fornmalities, the King disnissed his retainers and associ ates and gave Shawahi private
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audi ence. ,O faithful one,“ he said, ,it gladdens ny heart to see you again, for ny mindis
oppressed by a nysterious dream which | know not how to interpret.*”

Shawahi ' s days of dreaminterpretation were |Iong be- hind her, but she was happy to help her King.
»How so, O ny liege and master of enpires?‘ She had not realized how old and tired the King had
beconme in the past few years. The spark of mjesty renmi ned, but the noble strength that had
driven an enpire to greatness was gone with the color of his hair. Strong-wlled Nur al-Huda woul d
proba- bly continue to rule, in the absence of nale power. Unfor- tunately, she had neither the

wi sdom nor control of her sire; the enpire was likely to suffer.

.In my dream| entered a hidden hoard, wherein was great store of nonies, of jewels, of jacinths
and of other riches. But it was as if naught could please nme of all this treasure save seven
bezel s, which were the finest jewels there. | chose out one of the seven, and it was the snall est
and nost lustrous of themall, and its color pleased me. So | took it in my hand and fared forth
fromthat treasury. Wien | came outside the door | opened ny hand, rejoicing and turning over the
j ewel . Behol d-there swooped down on me out of the welkin a strange bird froma far land, a
creature not of our country, and snatched it fromny hand and carried it away. \Wereupon sorrow
and concern and sore vexation overcane nme, and | felt such exceeding chagrin that | awoke nourning
and | anmenting the loss of the jewel."

Shawahi stood silent, not daring to conmment. She knew what the King did not: that a traveler had
entered Wak froma distant | and and was about to claimthe youngest and prettiest and nost bel oved
of the King's seven jewels. She knew but was bound to silence by her pronmise to the Queen

~What interpretation do you place upon this vision?* the King inquired. ,Indeed, it sore oppresses
me and hinders ny rest.”

Now t he burden was upon Shawahi. She could not speak falsely to her King-but neither could she
break her oath.

He | ooked at her sharply. ,Surely you have sonmething to say, O loyal mstress of nmy arnies? \Well
renenmber when in all the real mthere was not your peer at magi ¢ and divination. “

. That was many years ago, ny naster. Now | amold and confused, and ny loyalties pull nme first one
way and then the other until | don’t know what to do. Al | can say about your dreamis that
perhaps the bird took away the jewel fromyou because there was another who needed it nore, having
no treasure while you had seven. Perhaps that other will care for it and cherish it long after you-
She had slipped as badly as had Sana, but the King only smled. ,You are right, old conpanion-at-
arms. | shall have no need of jewels hereafter. | will not be born a king again. “

Shawahi’s mind was in turnoil long after that interview The King knew he was dyi ng. She suspected
she woul d not see the great old nonarch again, and did not want to outlive him

She took the two boys, a fine three year old | ad who seened to resenbl e Hasan and his brother a
year younger who favored Sana, and nmade the return trip swiftly be- tween the nountains and the
shore, using the special trails and pathways no one el se knew. She brought the boys inmediately to
Queen Nur al -Huda, their aunt.

The Queen rejoiced at the sight of them She enbraced them both and pressed themto her breast.
They accepted this without conplaint, for she was very like their nother when she chose to be.
Then she seated one upon her right thigh and the other upon her left and paid them nuch attention
whi | e Shawahi marvel ed at this unaccustoned display of affection and thought how fine a woman t he
Queen mght be if only she had a husband to mitigate her passions.

. Fetch me Hasan forthwith,” Nur al-Huda said. So she knew him by nane now Things had certainly
changed . . . possibly too nmuch, she thought with a sudden qualm ,l1 have granted himny safeguard
and spared him from execution. He has sought asylumin nmy domain and taken up abode in ny city,
after passing through all nmanner of nortal risks and enduring hardshi ps, each nore terrible than

the other. ..." She glanced neaningfully at Shawahi. ,Yet he is not safe fromthe severance of his
breath.*
So the Queen still neant to kill Hasan if he was not the father of the two children. ,Wen | bring

him will you reunite himwith his sons? O, if they are not his, will you pardon himand I et him
go in peace?"

The royal tenper flared, frightening the children. ,Fie upon you, Oill-onmened old creature! How
long will you try to distort ny judgment in the matter of this stranger who has dared intrude

hi msel f upon us and pry into our affairs? Do you think he can cone into our country unin- vited
and poke into our business and betray our honor, and then return safely to his own country to
expose our con- cerns to his people and bruit them about anong all the kings of the earth and send
forth the report with vile nmerchants and others of ill repute journeying in all direc- tions,
saying, ‘A nortal nan has entered the Isles of Wak and traversed the Land of the Jinn and the
Isles of the Birds and the Place of the WId Beasts and the Country of Warlocks and Enchanters-and
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returned in safety? This shall never be, no never; and | swear by H mwho built the Heavens and
spread and snoothed the earth and who created and counted all creatures that if these innocent
boys are not his sons, | will assuredly slay himand strike off his head with my own hand! Now get
out of here and fetch nme Hasan!*“

And as the old wonan stunbled and fell and dragged herself away and the two boys cried in terror
and the very curtains of the palace seenmed to snoke with the force of her explosion, the Queen
turned and added quietly to her manel ukes: ,Go with this crone and fetch the fair youth who is in
her house. "

Hasan was too distraught this tine to pay any attention to the sturdy architecture of the pal ace
as he entered it. In nonents he would either achieve his dream or suffer death. How he hoped the
children were his!

The Queen was naking nmerry with the two | ads, who had apparently adjusted already to her nercuria
nmoods. As Hasan approached she turned the boys to face him

~Nasir! Mansur!“ he excl ai ned, recognizing them

The ol der boy’s eyes w dened. Tine had passed, and nmuch had changed . . . but in a nonment he
scranbl ed down fromthe Queen’'s lap and ran to his father. Seeing this, the younger one foll owed.
Hasan enbraced both of them

»Merciful Buddha!“ Shawahi whispered, tears of sym pathy and relief streaning down her ancient
face. The servants and guards of the palace stood around with senti- nmental expressions.

But Nur al -Huda, strangely, was not pleased. ,These, then, are indeed your children, and their

nmot her is your wfe?"

»Yes, Ony lady!* Hasan agreed happily, unaware of the undercurrent.

»And you are a nerchant of Arabia w thout royal bl ood?"

Hasan began to get the drift. ,1 am O Queen.*”

The Queen’s eye dilated and light froth appeared at the corners of her nouth. ,You unspeakabl e
pig!'“ she screamed in his face, while he stood amazed that such beauty could beconme so vile so
rapidly. ,Lecherous despoiler of roy- alty! Did you dare to |lay your unclean hands upon a princess
of Wak?“ She struck himin the face, a hard blow with clenched fist in the manner of a man, and
kicked himin the chest when he tried to escape by doubling over. It occurred to himthat his

nmoti on had averted the blow intended . . . ,Fly for your life! If | had not sworn to do you no
evil were your story true, | would slay you this nmonent!*

Shawahi tried to say sonething, but the Queen turned on her. ,Quiet, Oill begotten harlot! But
for the fact | amloath to break nmy oath, |I would put you and himboth to death in the foul est
fashion.“ The old wonman retreated and fell on the floor

The Queen returned her attention to Hasan. ,Depart, nonster, and return to your own country before
| lose ny tenper! | swear by nmy fortune and all the power of WAk which is mne that if | ever see
you again | will smite off your head and kill anyone with you.*“

Then she cried to her guards. ,Throw this carrion out!*

Once again the nen took hold of Hasan and dragged himon his face across the floor and thrust him
out of the

pal ace. He stunbled away, bruised and faint, his nind filled with the picture of the Queen’s
terrible wath and Shawahi’s horror as she realized they had been betrayed.

Chapter 12. Cap and Rod

Now Hasan understood why the old woman had mis- trusted the Queen. Once again he had | earned not
to be naive-too late. He shoul d have taken one of the lovely naidens of the city as a second w fe,
until able to search out Sana. As it was, he was virtually condemmed to death, for no citizen
would risk the wath of the Queen by hel ping him and he could never make his way through the

| ands of the Jinn and Birds and Beasts and all the rest of it alone.

What had he brought upon his wi fe and children? Surely the Queen woul d have no nmercy upon them
after this.

Hasan cursed hinself and wi shed he had never attenpted this quest. He had succeeded only in
bringi ng destructi on upon everyone he loved, and he still had no idea where his wife was, or any
power to help her. Yet he had been warned.

H s new Wak clothing was fouled with the dirt of the road, his face and chest smarted with the

bl ows of the Queen and her guards, and the pebbles of the road were hard on his tender feet. He
had worn sandals so |long that he had no call ouses on his soles.

Bl ack-haired children ceased their play and stared at him as he passed. They knew al ready that he
was a stranger again and an outcast.

The houses of the city dimnished into primtive huts at the outskirts. Spindly rails supported
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| eani ng roofs, the thick thatch descendi ng over the edges of the road to head-hei ght. Banboo and
bundl es of sticks lined the street, providi ng convenient hiding-places for the children

VWhere woul d his own children hide?

The city ended at the river. Hasan turned and wal ked beside the water, passing the crowded rickety
piers reach- ing out fromhouses on stilts. Dugout boats were so com non that the water beneath
themwas hardly visible in places. Mre children sat in nmany of them staring pas- sively out at
hi m

He passed an area of |evel sand where thousands of gutted fish were drying in the sun. He was
hungry-but the fisherman gave such a gl ower when he approached that Hasan noved qui ckly on
Qutside the city the nountains rose inland and the short plain spread out ahead. Not far beyond
this was the sea. Palns and other vegetation filled all uncultivated |and.

Hasan clinbed a steep hillside, remenbering the hills of Serendip. Here he could overl ook the
city, seeing its square peaked tenples and clustered residences. Tiny clouds floated above the
sea, looking solid in spite of the Iesson the ifrit Dahnash had taught him A hi ghway passed
through the city, extending beyond sight in either direction, the paral- lel lines of its wagon-
tracks threading the conparatively narrow area between the nountain range and the sea.

H's attention was attracted to a caravan approaching the city fromthe northwest. For a nonment he
was tenpted to descend and join it, since the nmerchants would not yet have heard the Queen’'s

edi ct, and he knew merchant-tal k; but he realized that it was traveling toward the city and would
only carry himback into trouble.

Now t hat he had been cast out of his tranquil life of the past ten days, he envied the traveling
merchants fiercely. They would enter the city and retire perhaps to all-night feasting, sitting
bef ore bow s of whi pped egg and di pping tasty norsels froma common pot of boiling oil. A nush-
room a vegetable, a bit of chicken-imersed in the cooling egg froth and eaten imediately, while
servants kept the pot perpetually full. The savory food alternating with warmrice w ne .

Shawahi had finally convinced himthat Allah could not have neant this when He forbade

i ntoxicants, for who could find harmin such delicious drink?

Eveni ng was coni ng and Hasan was savagely hungry.

There was no one to help him and he was foolish to dream of a banquet at such a tinme. He | ooked
about, observing the richness of the |and. He had foraged before, and he could do it again.

In the norning the owner politely suggested that he seek another |ocation, and Hasan had to clinb
down fromthe el evated platformwhere he had spent a difficult night. He had not known what the
tall structure was for; he had nounted it because the height seened better than the richly
crawl i ng ground. Now he watched the farnmer clinb the hefty banboo supports to the flat square
twel ve feet high and | ook about himat the field. Long, fine cords of fiber stretched fromthe
platformto various parts of the field. The entire arrangenment was nonsensical to Hasan-until he
saw a flock of birds descend upon the growi ng grain and begin to feed.

The guardi an grasped a cord and yanked. At the far end, near the birds, a bright grotesquely-
pai nt ed banner |eapt up. The birds took off in fright. The fanner let go the string and the
scarecrow fell to the ground again

Hasan smled. Now he could see that each cord was attached to a device in a different part of the
field. The birds would not raid this grain.

Fart her al ong he cane across a naked urchin squatting on a stone in a stream The lad held a | ong
stick with a loop at the end. A gane? Hasan doubted it, for the boy was unsmiling and quite
nmoti onl ess. Interested, he watched, ready to | earn sonething nore while suppressing thoughts of
his own predi canent. The ways of these people were strange, but seened to nmake good sense once
under st ood.

The boy noved-and there, snared in the |oop, was a fine fish

Hasan cane to a large | eaning tree overhanging the water of a riverpool. As he rested beneath it
he di scovered a scroll hanging froma branch. Curious, he took it down and unrolled it. It was
covered with the peculiar script of Wak that he could not read. What was it doing in such a place?
If it were a nessage, for whomwas it intended?

Probably it had nothing to do with him Perhaps young lovers used this tree as a trysting-pl ace,
and wote each other notes. Still, he could not avoid the feeling that it sonehow concerned him
and that the matter it discussed was of extreme inportance. If only he could deci pher it!

He left it where it was, drawing renewed confidence fromthe experience in spite of his
frustration: This had to be a sign, a signal of change-and his situation could hardly grow worse.
Up the river a distance two other boys were engaged in a heated debate. This was unusual, in this
| and, for the people were generally quite polite. They sel dom spoke negatively or nade a direct
refusal. Buddha, it seened, had been a passive man (not a god, as he had assuned at first), given
to harnony and peace, and his followers reflected this. Only the Queen differed, though she seened
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to make up for all the manners of her subjects.

Before the lads lay two objects: a rod of shining copper engraved with many talismans, and a skull -
cap of fine leather, sewn fromthree strips and decorated with bright silver ornanents.

.1t belongs to ne!“ exclained one boy. ,It’s mne!“ returned the other. Their argunment becane a
fight; they beat at each other with fists until one had a swollen eye and the other dripped bl ood
from his nose

Hasan stepped between them ,This is none of my business,” he said, though the truth was that he
was glad to worry about sonething so elementary as a boyish differ- ence of opinion. ,But it's a
shane to see two such fine young nen as yourselves get into such trouble. |Is there sone way | can
hel p?*

The boys were quite satisfied to break it off, each having found his adversary equal to hinself.
,0O Uncle," said one, ,why don't you settle our dispute, since you have no personal interest."*
Bright boy. ,I’'Il be happy to, if |I can. Tell nme about it." Evidently these boys were not of the
city, though they were well-dressed, and either hadn't heard about himor didn’t care. It was nice
to be involved with people again, even in so trivial a connection

~W are twin brothers,” said the second boy. ,Qur father was a mighty nmagician who lived in a cave
in that nountain yonder.“ He pointed, as though this were an inportant detail, but Hasan stil
wasn’'t sure which nmoun- tain he neant. One thing, however, was now clear: sorcer- er’'s sons would
not have been trained to settle things politely.

.He died and left us this cap and this rod,“ put in the first boy. ,And ny brother tried to claim
the rod, when really it was neant for nme. So you tell himto take his cap and-*

»You liar!“ shouted the other. ,It’s my rod!*“

Hasan got them apart before any nore sibling danage occurred. ,Just what is the difference between
these ob- jects?* he inquired. ,They look equally valuable to nme, though perhaps the rod, being
solid copper, is worth nore. Wiy don’'t you sell themboth and split the noney?

Bot h boys were horrified. ,Sell them You don't know their properties,”“ the first said. O the
second; Hasan had trouble telling them apart.

He snmiled benignly. ,By all neans tell nme their pro- perties.”

. They are extraordinary,“ one boy said. ,Qur father worked on these things for a hundred and
thirty-five years, until he nade them perfect and equi pped themwi th secret powers and di ssol ved
all spells that might interfere with their action. Once he did that, he died."”

How neat. ,But what are their properties?”

- Each of them has a wonderful secret virtue. The rod is worth all the riches of all the Isles of
Wak, and so is the cap.”

. Wiat are these virtues?"

The boys exchanged gl ances uncertainly.

~Now | can hardly settle your argunent unless | know the facts,“ Hasan said, anused. ,Either you
tell me, or 1'll go away and |l et you fight sone nore. Maybe you both can acquire bl oody noses.*
The boy with the nose touched it tenderly and capitu- lated. ,W weren't supposed to tell,“ he
said. ,But the cap will make anyone who wears it invisible, and no one can see himuntil he takes
it off.*

»And the rod gives the holder authority over seven tribes of the jinn, who all are bound by its
magi c. When he snites it against the ground, their kings come to do himhonage, and all their
subjects are at his service.”

Hasan subdued his laughter. ‘ Those are very fine prop- erties, boys. Now suppose | make a contest
for you to see who deserves what. The one who wi ns shall have the rod, and the other will have to
be satisfied with the cap. Fair enough?”

»Yes!“ they exclained together, delighted at the sim plicity of his solution

»,Go0d.“ Hasan had to remind hinself that this was a perfectly serious natter to the boys. The one
who won the rod would really believe he had seven tribes of jinn at his call, while the other
woul d be certain he was invisible. He'd probably have to hunor them both. At |east he could nake
the contest real

He picked up a stone. ,I'mgoing to throwthis stone as far as | can. Woever reaches it and picks
it up first shall have the rod, and the |oser takes the cap.*

.Yes, Uncle!" they said, vying with each other for a favorable position. ,W're ready."“

Hasan whirled around splendidly |ike a heathen discus-thrower and flung the stone. It sailed high
through the air and di sappeared behind a hill. The boys were off imedi- ately, racing and

shoul dering each other aside in their separate but equal determ nation to win.

Now he could laugh. He let forth a bellow. Ch, for the confidence and faith of youth!

The boys topped the hill and dropped out of sight. Idly Hasan picked up the rod, resisting the
tenptation to tap it against the ground. He put the cap on his head. Such nmagic, if only it were
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real, would be the answer to all his probl ens!
He admired the fit of the cap, which seened to have been made for him and the bal ance of the rod.
He felt like a king with crown and scepter. He would di spense the prizes with appropriate dignity!
The lad with the sore nose canme over the hill carrying the stone, while his brother wal ked
di sconsol atel y behind. Hasan struck his royal pose and waited.
The boys | ooked around. ,Wiere is our arbiter?* de- manded the wi nner.
» How shoul d | know? Maybe he flew up to heaven to join the Enlightened One, or sank down into the
earth like an ifrit."
»Very funny. He's got ny rod.*
~Well, you can’t change now. The cap is mne."
» Then where is your cap?”
They | ooked at Hasan, then at each other, in seening alarm ,Do you think he could have-?*
.He isn't here. We'd better find himbefore he gets away with our stuff! You take this side of the
hill, and I'lIl check the far side.*
Hasan hel d his pose, playing their game. O course they had seen himwearing the cap, and had to
feign invisibility for himor ruin the contest. He could wait. They'd ‘accidently’ discover him
soon enough.
But their search did not abate in intensity as tinme passed. Several times they |ooked directly at
him but with eyes unfocused and not even a knowing smile. This was a very serious gane.
.He's taken theml“ the winner said angrily. ,Wiy did you have to bl ab about those properties?”
. Me! You were the one who-*
They were fighting again, this time with the redoubled bitterness of futility. Hasan automatically
rushed up and extended his arm...

and couldn't see it. He flexed his fingers and stared.
He was invisible.

* * *

Shawahi exclainmed in surprise as her utensils bounced on the floor. ,That w cked whore of a Queen
has sent a denon to tornent nme!“ she nuttered, replacing a banboo cup on the shelf. ,If only I
could renenber ny spells-*

The cup jostled off again. Shawahi stared, then backed off. ,She did. A denon!“ She shook her
head, nore in frustration than fear. ,Wat nercy can | expect, seeing how abom nably she deal s
with her own sister!®

Hasan took off the cap and appeared before her. ,Her sister?”

., Hasan! What has happened to your reason? |If the Queen-*

. The Queen will never see ne.*

»But she has been tornenting your wife! What will she do if she |ays hands upon you agai n?“

M wfel

But Shawahi insisted on |earning about his acquisition of the cap of invisibility before going
further into the activities of the pal ace. Hasan sketched the events of the past day rapidly. ,It
seened to be Allah’s will that | possess these things,”“ he said, atrifle guiltily, for he did not
feel easy about the manner in which he had taken them ,I certainly had better use for themthan
t hose foolish boys.*

»This is the way it was destined,“ she said. He had been afraid .that she would insist that he
return the magic i nplenments at once, yet for some reason she chose to overl ook the inpropriety.
This did not ease his conscience.

... and the princess Manar al-Sana arrived yesterday afternoon with her train, sooner than
expected, and went to the palace to-“

»Sanal Yesterday?”

»Yes. The sane day the Queen bani shed you. She nust have been very anxious for her children, to-
Hasan! What is the matter?"

He had been so close. He had assuned it was a mer- chant caravan. If he had gone to neet it.

But even as Allah had willed that he possess the cap and the rod, He had made hi m pay for them by
extendi ng the quest. Hasan had not encountered his wi fe, and she had gone on into the city to
visit the Queen.

The two boys ran to Sana as soon as they saw her. ,Qur father! O our father!“ Nasir cried.

She strained themto her bosom ,Wat! Have you seen your sire?* Her eyes closed, for she knew
that their father was far away, and she could not even admit, while her sister listened, that she
knew his identity.

But Shawahi was cl ose enough to see the tears Sana tried to conceal, and overhear the nurnured
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lament. ,1 wish | had never left him If | knew any way to join him | would take you to himnow “
.But he was here!“ Nasir insisted.
,Here!l® Mansur echoed.

Sana enbraced her boys again, half believing them ,I amthe one who did this to nyself and ny
children, and ruined ny own house and the life of a fine nman. | never knew how nuch | |oved him
until I-*

Nur al - Huda had seen enough. ,O whore, how did you cone by these children? Did you nmarry secretly,
or have you committed vile fornication?”

,Ony sister, | never-*

.Sister, if you played the piece to a stranger, you deserve exenplary punishnent. But if you
married without our know edge or perm ssion, why did you abandon your husband and take away his
children and bring them here? Wiy did you try to conceal their origin fromus? Do you imagine we
are so easily fool ed?"

.Before Allah, Ony sister, |-

.Before Allah? What heat hen nockery is this? Surely we are fortunate to have | earned your case and
reveal ed your condition and bared your nakedness! Guards!*

And whil e Shawahi stood by, hel pl ess against the wath of her Queen, the guards seized Sana
roughly and pi nned back her el bows and shackled her with iron. They knotted her |ovely long hair
over a pole and suspended her by it. The Queen strode up and tore off her sister’'s dress and beat
her back so harshly with the cane that Sana screaned in agony. Her skin rose up in great |ong

wel ts.

After that the Queen cursed her and cast her into a prison cell and sat down to wite a letter to
the King. Shawahi had to bring a sheet of the valuable witing paper nade fromthe bark of certain
trees and a vial of the brilliant ink. This service enabled her to | ook over the Queen’s shoul der
and read the characters as they were printed.

Nur al - Huda had been an excellent student in her youth, under Shawahi’s tutel age, and her form was
perfect. She began carefully at the bottomleft corner of the sheet and placed synbol upon synbol
in a vertical colum until she reached the top, after which she began another colum at the
bot t om

The contents of the missive were quite fair: ,There hath appeared in our land a man, nortal, by
name Hasan, and our sister Manar al -Sana avoucheth that she is lawfully married to hi maccording
to the conventions of his country and that she bare himtwo sons whose origin she tried to concea
fromus and fromthee; nor did she discover this to us till there came to us this man who i nformed
us that he wedded her in a far domain and tarried with her three years, after which she took her
children and departed w thout his know edge, only leaving word with his nother that he should | ook
for her in the Isles of Wak. So we summoned the chil dren, and when our servant Shawahi brought the
boys before me | displayed themto this Hasan and was certified that they were i ndeed his sons and
she his wife and that the story was true in every particular and that he was bl aneless for his
quest, and the reproach and infany of this matter rested with ny sister. Now | feared the rending
of the veil of honor before the folk of our isles, that it be revealed that a princess of Wak had
cohabited with a heathen comoner and borne his children; so when this wanton, this traitress cane
to ne | was incensed agai nst her and hanged her up by the hair and bastinado’' d her grievously and

cast her into prison. Behold, | have acquainted thee with her case and it is thine to conmand, and
what so thou orderest that will we do. Thou knowest that in this affair is dishonor and disgrace to
our name, and haply the islanders will hear of it, and our shane shall becone anbngst them a

byword; wherefore it befitteth thee to return us an answer with all speed.*
And she summoned an ifrit and instructed it to carry the nmessage to the King and bring his reply
with all haste.

Next norning the ifrit returned. ,1 thought the old boy was going to die of rage and shane,“ it
said, pleased. ,He wouldn't even keep your letter, but forced it back upon nme. He’'s still got
firel™

. Begone!“ Nur al -Huda snapped, snatching the reply fromthe denon’s hand. She had never been one
to accept inpertinence fromthe supernatural

»But what shall | do with your original nessage? | don't want it."

.Hang it on a tree, for all | care!*

. Yes, mistress,” it said, and vani shed.

The King’s reply was brief. ,1 comit her case to thee and give thee command over her life, " it
said. ,If the matter be as thou sayest, dispose of her case without consulting ne."“

The Queen gave a grunt of satisfaction and sent for Manar al -Sana. They set the prisoner before
her clad in haircloth, shackled and pinioned with her own hair. Sana stood abject and abashed, no
| onger flinching fromthe pain every novenent brought from her welts. Shawahi knew she was calling

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (75 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:13 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20A nthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Hasan.txt

to mind her former high estate and bempani ng her present humiliation and pain.

.Bring the ladder,” the Queen directed her guards. Under her supervision they set it up, laid Sana
upon it, and tied her supine with arnms spread out and tied behind. They wound her hair about the
rungs so that her head was i nmobile and unconfortably tilted back. The two little boys stared
unconpr ehendi ngl y.

Sana cried out, and wept, but the Queen had no pity, and no one in the pal ace dared offer the
prisoner so much as a kind word. Such harsh treatnent was in direct viola- tion of the principles
of their religion-but they had to obey the Queen

,Ony sister,” Sana sobbed, ,how can your heart be hardened agai nst me? Have you no nercy on ne
nor concern for these little children?”

The Queen only grew angry. ,O wanton! O harlot! How shall | have conpassion on you, Otraitress?”
Sana tried to shake her head, but could not. ,| appeal for judgnent to the Lord of the Heavens!
am i nnocent of the things you revile ne for. |I have done no whoredom | amlawfully nmarried to
Hasan of Bassorah. Indeed, | should be angry with you because of your hardheartedness agai nst ne!

How can you accuse me of harlotry wthout proof?*

The Queen did not reply immediately, and for that noment Shawahi hoped her heart had softened. But
she was only considering her next action. ,How dare you speak to ne thus?"

Nur al - Huda now approached and struck Sana across the face and breast with her hands, battering
again and again with such ferocity that the victimscreamed and fainted.

~Water!“ the Queen ordered, and servants dashed jars of it across Sana’'s upturned face until she
revived, chok- ing. Her rough clothing was tight and disarrayed, and her fingers tw sted
hel pl essly under the chafing bonds. The water soaked down her hair and glistened on her face and
dri pped fromthe sodden nmass of her upper garnent. Her expression was hopel ess; she was not |ovely
now.

But still she tried, lapsing into the manneri sm she had picked up i n Baghdad.
If | have sinned in

any way,

O done ill deed and gone astray, | beg-

.Dare you speak before your Queen in verse, O whore, and seek to excuse yourself for the norta
sins you are guilty of? I wish | could return your gigolo to you and see how nuch of your

wi ckedness and | ewdness you repented then! WIIl you di savow t he comoner ?“

Sana lay still, not answering.

. The cane!* It was presented, and Nur al-Huda bared her arnms, took it up, and beat her sister

al ong the length of her body.

»Admt your guilt!“ the Queen demanded, panting.

Sana’s mouth was bruised and swol |l en where the hard cane had struck. Droplets of pink were
spattered where the blows had cut |ips against teeth and thrown the bl oody spittle out. ,How can I
curse the man | | ove?* she cried.

- The whip!'“ It was a length of plaited thongs sturdy enough to sting an el ephant into full flight.
The Queen brought it down across Sana’'s body with such force that her clothing was shredded in the
narrow band it struck. More blows followed, and huge stripes showed across her hips and stonach
She was unconsci ous agai n.

Shawahi could take no nmore. She fled fromthe scene, weeping and cursing the Queen

Nur al - Huda had not forgotten this suspect witness. ,Fetch her to ne!* she cried to the guards.
They caught Shawahi and dragged her back, then threw her on the floor and held her there. The
Queen raised her whip and beat the old wonan ruthlessly until she knew no nore.

.Drag this ill-onmened hag out on her face and dunp her in the street with the rest of the

gar bage. “

»And i ndeed,“ Shawahi finished, ,the Queen repents of letting you go. She has sent nmen after you,
promi sing a hundred pounds of gold and ny former rank in her service to the man who brings you
back. She has sworn that when she has you again she will execute you and your w fe and your

chil dren together.*

Hasan realized that all this had happened while he played a foolish ganme with sorcerer’s sons. He
had | aughed while his w fe was being tortured!

,O my nmother! | have brought di shonor and destruction upon ny famly and upon you. What can | do
to deliver nmy wife and children fromthis tyrannical Queen and to restore your position to you?"
. This was not your fault, Hasan. Save yourself before the Queen’s minions capture you.*

.1 must undo the danage | have done. | nust save ny wife fromtornent."“

»How can you rescue her fromthe Queen? Nur al-Huda has all the power of Wak at her command. Go
and hi de yourself, O ny son, and nmay your god grant you safe-conduct fromthis cursed | and.*
»No!'* But Hasan was in despair. There didn’t seemto be any avenues open to him Sana would die,
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unl ess-

- Shawahi! The magic inpl enments!*

She | ooked at himw th dawni ng hope. , The cap and rod! |I had forgotten. Gory be to H m who
qui ckens the bones, though they be old and rotten as mne!"

» Do you know anythi ng about these things?‘ Hasan still hadn’t tried the rod, partly because he was
afraid it would work. How could he control seven kings of the jinn?
Shawahi was overjoyed now. ,| know the rod and | know its maker, who was ny instructor in the

sci ence of sorcery. He was a mighty magician and spent a hundred and thirty-five years working on
this rod and this cap before he died. And I heard himsay to his two boys, ‘O ny sons, these two
things are not of your lot, though |I fashioned themfor you, for there will cone a stranger froma
far country who will take themfromyou by force, and you shall not be able to prevent it.’ They
replied, ‘O our father, tell us in what manner he will avail to take them’ but he said, ‘I wot
not, except that this stranger will be given the signal of success by a nmessage left in atree in
his path by an ifrit.” And O ny son, now | realize that you are the one he spoke of, and the

i npl enents are yours by divine will. By neans of these you shall surely save your w fe and
children, for even the magic of the Queen cannot prevail against these things.*

So the rod and cap were his, to do with as he |iked.

How intricate were the nmechanisns of fate! ,But how can | nake ny wife and children invisible,
when there is only one cap? | would not trust my fanmily to the jinn.“ He had not forgotten
Dahnash.

Shawahi smled. ,Pay attention and I'll tell you how | refuse to deal with the w cked Queen
after the foul fash- ion she has used us all. | have a mind to go to the caves of the magicians
and stay there until | die. But you, O ny son, have nuch to gain yet fromthis world. Don your cap

and take your rod in hand and enter the place where your wife and children are. Untie Sana and
smte the earth with the rod, saying ‘Be ye present, O servants of these en- graved!’ whereupon
the jinn will appear. One should pres- ent hinself as one of the chiefs of the tribes, and you can
command hi m what ever you wi sh.“

Hasan was swayed by her certainty, but not enough. ,How can | trust these jinn?"

»As long as you hold the rod, you have absolute com mand. There is no counterspell or evasion
they can nake to do you harm It took the nagician a hundred and thirty-five years to counteract
everything, but he did it. Just tell the jinn to bore a hole in the wall to let you out, and to
hol d back the Queen’s guards, if you re worried about too close a contact with the servants of the
rod.“ She rubbed her eyes, and Hasan coul d see that she had bruises.

~Now et ne rest ny brittle bones in sleep; the beating the Queen gave nme di sheartens ne
sonewhat . “

»Yes, nmy nother,“ Hasan said contritely. He picked up the rod, set the cap on his head, and

di sappear ed.

Five steps fromthe house he paused. Did the cap really work? O course it did-yet new doubt
assailed him He needed one nore confirmation

He tiptoed back into the house. Shawahi had | eft the main room probably seeking out a couch. He
nmoved about, |ooking for her

The rod clattered loudly against a wall. Irritated, he set it down. He couldn’t have it giving him
away, and it was hard to keep it clear of obstructions when he couldn't see it. He noted that it
resumed visibility the moment his hand left it.

He spied Shawahi Iying on a mat, her eyes closed. He crept beside her, opened his nouth-and saw
how tired and broken she was. She had not decei ved hi mabout the beating; black marks were on her
arns and neck, and there was dirt in her hair where it had rubbed agai nst the ground.

Hasan backed off and |left her sleeping. O course the cap worked!

Chapter 13. Rescue

The cap worked. He passed the guard at the outer gate of the palace in the |ate afternoon
sunlight, and the nman stared directly through him Hasan accidentally scuffed a pebble, and the
guard gl anced at it suspiciously and rubbed his eyes.

The great entrance-hall was enpty. He alnost collided with a servant in a passage as he found his
way to the throne room He had to be nore careful; invisibility did not nean he was secure from
detection. |If the Queen suspected, she could surround himw th her guards so that he could not get
away, then work sone devastating counter-spell

After several false alarnms he |located the proper room He had to jam his hand against his nmouth to
stop the cry that threatened to burst out.

Sana was there, bound to the | adder by her hair, her clothing tattered and her face swollen and
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bl oody. She gave evidence of life only by the tears streaking her cheeks and by her pained sighs.

The two children sat silently under the |adder

Only a suggestion of the breathtaking beauty of the bird-nmai den remai ned. Every part of Sana’s

body was bruised and red, and bl ood matted her shredded clothing in several places. Her eyes were

swol | en al nbost shut, and she was no nore el egant at this nonent than Shawahi .

Hasan | oved her nore now than he ever had in Baghdad.

The worl d becane dark before his face and the burning tears of renmporse stung his eyes. He was

responsi ble for this! If only he had been nore discreet.

VWhen he recovered hinself he saw that Sana had fainted fron1pa|n The children were playing on the

floor, not understanding the terrible significance of the things that had happened.

No one was near. Hasan renoved his cap

Nasir spied himand cried out, ,O our father!"”

Hasan i nmedi ately becane invisible again, afraid that the shout had been heard. Sana’s eyes opened
but nobody was in sight except the children

»,Oour father!“ Nasir repeated.

Sana's face crunpled. ,O Hasan, Hasan,“ she cried, ,ny heart breaks and ny vitals are rent asunder

for grief that ever | wonged you!“ Then, to the boys: ,Wuat brings your father to mind at such

tine?"

They coul d not answer, except to point where there was nothing. Sana wept. ,I wish I could see

what you see! How | curse nyself now for mnmy foolishness and col dness to ny husband. How happy |

was in Baghdad with Hasan and his dear nother. If only |I had never |earned that he had saved ny

feather-suit!”

Hasan had been about to reveal hinself, but now he paused.

Sana's tears ran down and wetted the floor. She had no hand free to wi pe them away, and the flies

buzzed and settled on her wherever they chose. ,1 thought | could not be happy unless | returned

to Wak,“ she said. ,And once | had nmy suit, the wind took ny fancy and I forgot nmy husband and

flew across the sea. Then ny father the King burned ny suit so that | could not stray again, and

could not return to ny love, though | sorely wanted to. Wuld | had died on that day!*

Hasan coul d no |l onger contain hinmself. He took the cap fromhis head and stood before her

Sana saw himand let out a screamthat resounded throughout the pal ace. ,Hasan! How did you cone

her e?*

Her eyes overflowed again, and Hasan wept too, in synpathy.

. O nmy dear husband!“ she said after a nonent. ,Fate has had its course and the pen has witten

what was ordai ned when Tinme began; so the blessing of Allah be upon you, go and hi de wherever you

came from lest ny sister discover you and nurder us all!*

,O my lady and princess,“ Hasan returned. ,| have undertaken nmany adventures to cone here, and

either I will deliver you fromthis torment and carry you and ny children back to my country

despite the nose of your w cked sister, or | shall die.“ He reached for her bonds.

Sana smiled, and a little of her splendor returned, but she shook her head in negation. ,O ny

love, it is far fromthe power of any except Allah Alm ghty to deliver nme fromthis. Do not touch

me. Save yourself and go your way and do not cast yourself into destruction, for nmy sister has

conquering hosts none may w thstand. Even if you brought me out of here and set foot beyond the

city, how could we escape fromthe Isles and the perils of the neighboring |ands? You nust have

seen the wonders and dangers of the road when you canme here. Not even the jinn are safe. So do not

add to ny care by sacrificing yourself in a futile cause; save your life and leave me to ny fate.*

.By your life, Olight of ny eyes, | will not leave this place without you!* He made again to free

her, but found the cords tight.

,O foolish man! You don’t know what you're saying. No one can escape fromthese real ns agai nst the

will of the Queen, though he has control over all the tribes of the jinn!*"

.0 lady of fair ones! | have control over-“ He stopped. He had left the rod at Shawahi’s house!

.Hasan!* But her gaze was beyond him Soneone was comni ng

He jamed the cap on his head and was hidden from sight as the Queen stal ked in. ,O wanton, what

man were you tal king to?"

Sana conceal ed her amazenent at Hasan's di sappear- ance. ,Wo is with ne that | could talk to,

except these chil dren?”

Angry, Nur al-Huda raised her whip and struck. Hasan |urched forward-then realized that wthout

the rod he was powerless. One scream fromthe Queen would bring death upon themall, cap or not.
Hel pl essly he stood and wat ched t he Queen beat Sana sensel ess agai n.
»Take her to a small cell,* Nur al-Huda rapped. ,1 don't want to listen to her stupid self-pity

any nore.“ She strode out.
The servant-girls | oosed Sana’'s bonds and worked her hair free of the |adder. Now that the Queen
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was out of sight, they were quite gentle.

.It’s a shame to have this happen,“ one said. ,She shouldn’t have married a commoner, but still-*

.~ The Queen is jealous of her beauty and favor with the King,“ the other said in a conspiratoria

t one.

»And that she should bear two fine sons by a handsone nan, while the Queen is still a mid!"“

They carried Sana to anot her chanber and set her down, binding her hands and feet but not putting

her on the | adder again. One of themled Nasir and Mansur over, while Hasan followed quietly.

Sana revived and gazed about her blankly. ,I thought | saw*“ Then she remenbered, and said no

nore. The servants, seeing her awake, nmade her as confortable as they dared and departed.

Hasan renoved his cap. Sana snmiled, relieved that he had not been a fignment of her delirium ,O ny

husband, none of this woul d have happened if | had not rebell ed agai nst you and | eft hone without

your perm ssion. A woman never knows a man’s worth until she loses him*

»You weren't at fault,” Hasan said, but he felt a warmglow. ,| shouldn’'t have neglected you so

carel essly. But now Allah has granted nme the power to rescue you. Tell me-do you want to return to

your father’s hone, in the hope he will have mercy upon you, or will you conme with me to Baghdad

agai n?"

.| have done evil, Ony love-but if Allah reunites us, | will never again | eave you or disagree

with you. No, never!®“ But as soon as she said it, she was weeping again. ,CGo away, Hasan. You

don’t know the perils of this land. You can't help ne now *

The pal ace girls heard her and cane to the chanber, but Hasan was not in sight.

.Damm the Queen!“ one exclainmed. ,She shouldn’t torture her own sister this way."“

.~ There’s nothing we can do,“ her conpanion replied. ,If we even give her a drink of water, our

heads will roll in the norning. W' Il just have to | eave her here for the night.*

Ni ght! Hasan’s heart |eapt as the girls went out. Soon it would be dark. Then he could lead his

fam |y out safely.

He sat beside her and told Sana of his adventures, while the shadows intensified. Wen the pal ace

was dark and quiet he untied her hands and feet and kissed her between the eyes and enbraced her
very gently.

»How | ong we have | onged for reunion,“ he said, stroking her hair while she sobbed in relief. ,Are

we asl eep or awake?“ Then he set her on her feet and cau- tioned her to silence. He put on his cap-

it seemed to make no difference, in the dark-and picked up Nasir while she carried Mansur

The throne roomwas enpty. They nmoved through it in silence, still afraid of discovery, though the

entire pal ace seemed to be unattended. A single guard stood in the entrance hall, |eaning against

a stone colum, and that was all.

Hasan whi spered anot her word of caution and squared his cap. One guard was sufficient to ruin

everything, if he could not be efficiently subdued. Hasan had no weapon, but did have a | ength of

the cord used to bind Sana. A loop of that around the guard s neck-

A lamp flickered in the al cove beside the sentry. Hasan was pl eased to observe no shadow behi nd

hi nsel f. He was still invisible. He approached the guard, raised the cord between his two hands-

The guard emitted a great snort. Hasan backed off, afraid the nan had di scovered him He waited,

poi sed. The guard snorted again, but did not nove. Hi s head rested against the colum and his

hands fell slackly. Hasan studied himw th suspicion

A m nute passed.

The guard was asleep! Fully armed and standi ng-but snorting fitfully against the wall! Hasan
hast ened back to Sana and gave instructions. Then, while he stood alertly beside the unalert
guard, glad that no violence was neces- sary after all, she and the boys tiptoed past.

No guard stood at the front gate. The one assigned to this post had retired, apparently, and

| ocked up for the night.

Hasan cane up short. ,There is no mpjesty and there is no m ght except in Allah, the dorious, the
Geat!"“ he swre. He beat one hand against the other in frustration. ,O dispeller of hopes!

t hought of everything but this! now none of us can escape the pal ace!*

Sana wept with di sappointnent. ,Now there is nothing we can do but kill ourselves and thus escape
this awful trap. Gherwise we will all be terribly tortured tonorrow

But as they stood before the gate exclainming in distress, a voice called fromthe other side.

. Hasan of Bassorah!*

Amazed, he did not dare to answer. Had the Queen discovered them al ready?

.l Wwill not open to you or your wife unless you pronise to obey ny comand!“ the voice continued
Sana clutched him speechless with terror, and Hasan hinself was tenpted to run back into the

pal ace. Soneone or sonething certainly had found them out.

~Wat’'s the matter with you?“ the voice persisted quer- ulously. ,Do you |ack the courtesy to
answer a poor old wonan?“
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. Shawahi !'* Hasan cried, weak with relief. ,Omstress of Calanities, we prom se to do whatever you
bid. Only hurry and open the door before the guard wakes and cones upon us."“

A dry laugh. ,Wo do you think cast the spell of sleep over that guard and all the servants too?"
The gate clanked and swung open. Shawahi was there, riding astride an enornmous jar of red crockery
with a rope of palmfiber about its neck. It was suspended in md-air and quivered like a colt.
Shawahi cackled at their astonishment. ,O nmy children, | know forty nodes of nagic, by the |east
of which | could make this city into a dashing sea, swollen with clashing billows, and ensorce
each dansel within to a fish and each man to a crab, and all before dawn!*

»But why didn’t you do that before?* Hasan asked her

The ol d wonman | ooked abashed. ,The Queen has counterspells, and I'mlong out of practice.”

Hasan did not pursue the issue. He realized that fewillusions were permitted the aged. Perhaps
Shawahi had been a potent sorceress in the flush of her youth-but only nminor spells were avail abl e
to her today.

~What is the prom se you demanded for opening the gate?* he inquired, closing it carefully behind
t hem

»You nmust swear to take me with you, and not |eave ne to the vengeance of that whorish harlot the
Queen. \What ever happens to you shall happen to ne; if you do not escape, | shall perish with you

| woul d never survive the torments of that aboni nable wonman, that tribadist, that-*

Sana enbraced her. ,0Oyes, ny nother. You shall come with us. W know how wonderful you are.”

. Fol low me!“ Shawahi shouted, giving her magical steed a slap with the rein.

The jar bucked and dropped to the ground, depositing her in a heap. She cursed and kicked at it,
but her nount was |ifeless.

»That spell was guaranteed for a full day’'s nornmal use!“ she conpl ai ned.

Hasan suppressed a smle and hel ped her to her feet. ,It may have spoiled, in all the years you
stored it,“ he said. ,Let ne get nmy rod and we'l|l have all the magic we need."

Shawahi scranbled to the jar and reached inside. ,Wy do you think | cane after you?“ She drew out
the rod. ,Take off that cap so | can give it to you!*“

He kept forgetting that he was invisible. He rectified the matter and accepted the rod. ,Let’s
renove ourselves a space before we experinent.*

In the norning, weary but far fromthe city, they canped at the foot of a mighty chasm Sheer rock
rose vertically two hundred feet or nore, and the walls curved in and out so that it was

i mpossible to sight along the I ength of the path.

»The Queen won’t find us here!*“ Shawahi announced with satisfaction

.Bring out your rod, Hasan.*

He obliged, w shing she had phrased that request a little differently. He held it in his hands for
a nonent, studying the intricate worknmanship and the seven conplex patterns engraved along its

I ength. Now that the tinme had cone, he was distinctly nervous. What were the words he was sup-
posed to say?

.Come on, lad. W have very little tine."

Shaned by Shawahi’s rebuke, Hasan lifted the rod and struck it against the earth. ,Ho, you
servants of these nanes, appear to nme and acquaint ne with your conditions!*

The earth shook and cracked open, and sul phurous bil- | ows of snoke roiled up. Had he said the
proper words?

The air cleared. Seven enornous ifrits stood before him their feet as big as Shawahi’s jar and
their heads reaching high into the air. As one, they dropped to their knees and kissed the ground.
.Here we are at your service, Oour lord and ruler. What is your command? One word fromyou, and
we will dry up the seas and renmpove nountains fromtheir places!”

Hasan clutched the rod tightly and sonehow held his ground. ,Wo are you and what are your races
and tribes and cl ans?”

They kissed the earth again and spoke with one voice, so that the echoes reverberated throughout
the canyon. ,We are seven kings, each ruling over seven tribes of the jinn of all types, and
nurerous | esser orders, flyers, and divers, dwellers in nmountains and wastes and val |l eys and
haunters of the seas. So bid us do whatever you will, for we are your servants and sl aves, and
whoever possesses this rod has dom nion over all our necks, and we owe hi m obedi ence.

Much of this passed Hasan by, though he got its inport, |argely because the rolling echoes
confused the nmultiple sound of their speech and left himstruggling for the neaning.

.- How about showi ng me your tribes and hosts?”

~,Oour lord, if we did that, we would be afraid for your safety, for the nane of our hosts is

| egion and they cone in divers fornms and fashions and figures. Sone are w thout heads and ot hers
wi t hout bodies, while still others are in the |ikeness of ravening beasts. There is no room here
for themall, and-*
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They spoke in septuple unison, and he still could hardly understand them He had a bright idea.
.Do any of you have in your tribe a firedrake naned Dahnash?“

.Be he ifrit, jinn or denon?”

Lfrit. Aflying one.*

They consulted reverberantly. ,O master, we have seven hundred and fifteen flying firedrakes named
Dahnash. “

»Seven hun-!“ Hasan tried again. ,The one | want did service for the Shaykh Abu al - Ruwaysh severa
nmont hs ago. “

They consulted again. ,Master, only six flying ifrits nanmed Dahnash have done service for the

Bl ack Shaykh in the past year.*“

» Thi s one has an aboni nabl e sense of hunor-*

One king struck his head with his fist-a blow that woul d have pul verized a nortal. ,You desire

t hat Dahnash?“

~Vell, 1 know him?®* Hasan said, wondering whether it was such a good idea after all. ,If you could
turn himover to nme for the duration, so | wouldn't have to bother you with little things

Well, you could go home, or what- ever it is you do in your off hours, until-*

. Fair enough, Master!*

A clap of thunder deafened his ears. The seven enor- nous kings were gone, and in their place:
»Dahnash bin Faktash reporting as directed,” the single ifrit said. Then it |ooked again. ,O

brot her!*

Hasan smiled. This was his ifrit, all right.

Shawahi took Sana’s arm ,Conme, my daughter. | know some ancient nedicines that will heal your
injuries in no tinme. Leave this business to Hasan.“ They departed with the children, although
Nasir | ooked as though he woul d rather have stayed to talk with the ifrit. Hasan dreaded to think
what mannerisns the boy night pick up from such exposure.

He got down to business. ,|I amnow the owner of this rod of power over the jinn,
.Let me see that, nortal,“ Dahnash said respectfully.

Hasan handed it over, then abruptly wondered what he had done. The ifrit snmled. ,Al as, the power
of such command is not granted to such as nme,“ he said. ,This rod is marvel ously well
counterspelled. Anyway, it would lead to a paradox, because |I’'m already under the indirect comrand
of the rod."

“

he sai d.

» Paradox?“
» You woul dn’ t understand. \Wat other information do you require from me?“
Hasan t ook back the rod and studied its design. ,I'’mhaving a little trouble discovering the

extent of this talis- man’s useful ness. When | asked to see all the tribes it comuanded, they gave
me sone-*“

~That is easily explained, nortal. The rod is designed nost carefully to give the owner absol ute
power over the jinn, and to protect himfromthe consequences of its use.

Believe ne, nortal, you need such protection! So the kings couldn't show you their |egions.*

.1 don’t understand.*

.1t figures.“ Dahnash tried again. ,Let’s say you gave the order and they obeyed. Then you took
one | ook at the horrendous shapes of their mnions and went mad fromthe vision. Wat use would
the rod be to you then?"

Hasan got the point. No wonder it had taken so long to fashion the inplenent. It had to guard

agai nst human stupidity and i nhuman ingenuity. But for that, he would al ready have bl undered
twice: once in |ooking upon the m nd-destroying jinn, and once by giving the rod to Dahnash. ,Then
I can never | ook upon themall ?*

»You could direct themto appear in alternate shapes, such as dancing girls, or eunuchs, depending
upon your taste.”

.~ Suppose | just tell the kings to carry us all back to Baghdad?“

~Null program nortal."”

~ Wiy not? They' re strong enough, aren’t they?"

»Certainly-but they happen to be bound by the covenant of Sol onbn, son of David, which prohibits
them from bearing the sons of Adam upon their backs. It's all part of the rod s defensive
configuration.*

»,But you carried me on your back."

.| was operating as an i ndependent agent. Now you have my services through the command of the rod,
whi ch neans the covenant applies. Matter of Denonical Prece- dent, bin-Bishr vs. al-Khawas,

Pl ei st ocene period.“

Hasan shook his head in bewildernment. * ‘This all seens very conplicated.“

»Naturally-to you.*
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~Vell, what can these ifrits do for nme?“

~,Onortal, they can do nmany things. They can advise, they can fight, they can bring you all nanner
of riches and banquets, they can foretell the future. There is a variety of ifrit for every

pur pose. “

Hasan brightened. ,Wl| suppose | ask themto predict how |I'mgoing to get back to Baghdad?®
»Negative, nortal .*

»But you said-“

.Law of exclusion of self applies.”

. What are you tal ki ng about ?“

Dahnash | aughed in his nobst insulting manner. ,Haven't you heard the one about the barber? He

bl eeds every citizen in the village who doesn’t bleed hinmself. So does the barber bleed hinself or
doesn’t he?"

Hasan stared at him The ifrit sighed. ,Take nmy word for it, nortal-an ifrit can't predict the
future when he is hinself to be the agent of that future.*”

The nore he talked with this insolent spirit, the nore con- fused he becane. ,All right. Can you
give nme any advice on how to get home?"

.Certainly. What made you think | couldn’'t?"

.Do it, then.*

. Make the kings harness you horses of the jinn, that can carry you and your conpany to your own
country.“

Now he was getting somewhere. He avoided inquiring why jinn-horses could carry people when the
jinn them selves couldn’t. ,How long will that take?"

~Wll, it’'s a seven year journey by foot, but the horses can make it in less than a year. You'l
have to endure terrible perils and hardshi ps and horrors and all the usual, and traverse thirsty
val l eys and frightful wastes and horri- ble mountains w thout numnber-*

This was begi nning to sound famliar. ,Can we get safely off Wik, at |east?"

. W& cannot promise you that, nortal."’

~Are you telling ne the jinn have no power agai nst conmon nortal s?“

Dahnash | ooked nettled. ,It isn't as though we operate in a vacuum you know. We-*“

» Vacuun*

.~Never mind, nortal. The point is, the rulers of Wik have powerful counteracting magic. For one
thi ng, when one of their weapons strikes one of us, that ifrit is permanently put out of

commi ssion in his present form Those amazon armes are the worst of all. They-*

Now Hasan under st ood why Shawahi had not been con- cerned about their journey through the Land of
the Jinn, when the anazons were nmarching. But now, of course, it was a different nmatter, since
their party was on the side of the jinn and the anazons were the eneny.

»Can you bring us the horses, or do | have to sumon the kings agai n?"

.1 can handle it, nortal.“ And Dahnash struck the ground with his foot and dropped into the gulf
that opened under him ,C assy exit, no?* H's voice said as the ground closed. In alittle while
he reappeared | eading a fine black horse, saddl ed and bridl ed.

Hasan checked the animal while the ifrit went for an- other. A pair of saddle bags hung fromthe
bow, with a |eathern bottle of water in one pocket and an anple supply of human food in the other
Good-it was tenpting to order the ifrit to bring thema sunptuous repast conplete with servants,
right here in the canyon, but it was essential to get as far away fromthe Queen as possible. He
realized that the rod was not an automatic solution to all his problens; it was nerely a tool that
gave hima fighting chance agai nst the m ght of Wak.

Dahnash returned with a second horse, simlarly provis- ioned, and Hasan rounded up his party.
Sana | ooked rmuch better; the old wonman had done a fine job of restoration and nedi cation. He
wonder ed whether the ifrits could recommend additional renedies, but decided to | eave well enough
al one.

The third horse arrived. Hasan nounted the first, taking Nasir before him while Sana took Mansur
on the second. Shawahi brought up the rear

»Dahnash,“ Hasan said, ,You can go now but cone as soon as | call you, in case | need you again."“
.1 can hardly wait,”“ the ifrit replied sourly, and whirled into nothing. Chapter 14. Battle

Hasan urged his steed, and it began to run with a strong, easy stride. The others followed, faster
and faster, until the wind sang past their ears and tore at their clothing.

They were on their way.

Al'l day they fared on the tireless horses, riding through the steep mountains and m sty valleys,
past |eaning palnms and giant flowers and jungle-thick vegetation. This was the richest country he
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had ever seen. The horses seened to know the way, and their only delay was the need to give Sana
periodic rests.

Just before evening a bl ack object appeared far ahead, like a tremendous colum of snobke tw sting
skyward. Hasan's muscles tensed. He recited portions of the Koran and Holy Wit and prayed to
Al'lah for safety fromthe nalice of the Queen. But the thing was ahead of them and he did not
dare delay their escape by turning aside.

It grew plainer as they approached. It was an ifrit of nonstrous size, with a head |ike a huge
dome and tusks like grapnels and jaws like a city street and nostrils |like ewers and ears |ike

| eather bags and a nouth like a cave and teeth like pillars of stone and hands |ike giant forks
and legs like masts. Its head was in the high clouds and its feet plowed the bowels of the earth.
Hasan held up the rod, ready to summon t he seven kings, for he was certain this creature was not
of their nunber. If the Queen had conjured it to head him of f-

But the giant bowed and ki ssed the ground before him ,O Hasan of Bassorah, have no fear of ne.

amthe chief of the dwellers in this land of the jinn. | ama Mslem and not many here are of ny
faith. I have heard of you and of your coming; when | |earned how di sgracefully the Queen of the
nortals of Wak had treated you, | becane distressed at this place of magic and terror, and
decided to leave it forever and dwell in sone other region, far fromnman and jinni and void of

i nhabitants, so that | might live there alone and worship Allah in peace until ny fate ran out.
Let nme acconpany you and be your guide until you depart fromWak. | will not appear except at
night, and in this manner you can cover nmuch greater distance and insure your safety.”

When Hasan heard this he rejoiced. ,Allah reward you well, O noble ifrit! Lead on.*

And the towering spirit flew ahead and guided them a glowing pillar of snmoke in the night, so
that they accom plished a full day's journey when they would otherwi se have had to stop for the
ni ght. They tal ked and | aughed anong t hensel ves, no | onger weary, pleased at their deliv- erance
and sure of success.

In the norning they stopped and took food and water fromthe saddl ebags and refreshed thensel ves.
The worl d | ooked very good, and Hasan was especially pleased to see how well Sana was doi ng.

Ahead thrust the mghty conic nountain of the marid that had so al arned Hasan during the approach
to the Queen's city. This tine he saw it fromthe south side, and the | andscape amazed him

They were on the slant of a verdant nountain pass. Close at hand the green jungle vegetation was
solid and teeming with life-but it soon fell away to a wastel and of black ash and jagged rock

Ri dges of dark material were formed into roughly circular patterns, concave within, as though the
| and were an ocean caught in the act of splash- ing. There was no life at all in this area, and
sonmber wi sps of snpbke hung over the caul drons and gulleys. Beyond, the | and ascended into the

sl ope of the mmjor cone, a nonstrous and sinister nass.

To one side, niles away but nade close by the scope of this cal anitous | andscape, stood the tenple
Shawahi had spoken of. It was a terraced nound of stone, built tier upon tier to forma w de | ow
pyranmid with el aborate arches and decorations lining every level. In the center rose a pointed
dome not unlike that of the Caliph’s palace in Baghdad. But if the dome were of simlar size-and
whil e di stance nmade certainty inmpossible, Hasan thought it was-the tenple itself was many tines
the size of any structure in Harun al-Rashid’ s enpire. It dwarfed the done conpletely.

How many centuries had it taken to fashion this tenple? O had the | abor been done by the jinn? He
started to ask Shawahi, but her attention was el sewhere.

Behi nd t hem appeared an ugly dust cloud that walled the horizon along the ridge of the hill as far
as the eye could see and darkened the day. When Hasan saw this he turned pale, not even having to
conjecture what kind of host could raise a cloud of dust even in the npist jungle.

A frightful crying and clanor struck their ears. ,O ny son,“ Shawahi said, ,this is the arny of
Wak, that has overtaken us in spite of our haste. The Queen will soon |ay violent hands upon us.*
»What can we do, O ny not her?*

»Sunmon the kings of the jinn., This time they will have to fight, and we nust pray that their
power can prevail against that of the Queen.*

Hasan struck the earth with the rod. The ground broke open and the seven kings rose up to stand
bef ore hi m agai n.

»Can you stop the arny of Wak?“ Hasan asked them

G ant heads turned to contenplate the pursuing clouds. ,Master, we can try. But the forces of Wk
are the nost powerful array on earth, and our nmagic is as nothing against this. The Queen has
potent counterspells. W shall have to fight them hand-to-hand.*

.1s there any way we can escape without doing battle?"

-~ No, master.”

Hasan sighed. ,Meet them then. Turn themback if you can, but kill themif you nust. | commit the
matter to your hands.*
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. Master we shall have to sumon our entire horde. You nust go far up the mountain, so that the
si ght of our mnions does not harmyou and you are safe fromthe carnage of battle. W know you
are right and the Queen is wong, and this gives us strength-but the conflict will be cruel.”

.1 understand. We'll go to the tenple there."

»No!'“ cried Shawahi. ,All the records of the enpire are there, and the priests are loyal to the
Queen. The noment we set foot init, we'll be in her power.*

Hasan turned his eyes dubiously toward the cone. , There?"

The giant ifrit who had gui ded them appeared. ,O nortal, do not go near that mountain. | amthe

chief of all the jinn of this land, excepting only those of the seven kings,“ he paused to nod at
the standing royalty, who returned the gesture with al oof courtesy, ,but | have no power there.*
.1 don’t understand,“ Hasan said. He wi shed he didn't have to repeat hinself so frequently.

» The kings govern forty-nine jinnish tribes of the world,“ Shawahi explained, ,while the chief has
authority over the local spirits. But the mountain is the hone of Magma the Marid.*

.1 think you told ne that before.” Hasan didn’t see why that should be so significant.

+A single marid has nmore power than all the creatures of the Land of the Jinn,“ the chief said.
~And all our kingdons too,“ the kings added.

.And the forces of Wak,“ Shawahi said

Hasan | ooked at the cone with dubious respect. ,All that in one little nountain?"

They nodded gravely.

-Vl |l then. Way don't we ask Magma for hel p?“

The ki ngs stood around and shuffled their feet like small boys, and the chief averted his face.
Even Shawahi seened to be at a | oss for words.

Hasan had a suspicion he was being stupid again, and it made himangry. ,Al right! Kings, go set
up for your battle. I’'ll have Dahnash bring me progress reports.” They vani shed. ,-Chief, if you
want to help, you can set up a personal guard for the wonen and children so they don't get hurt in
case there’'s a breakthrough.” The chief van- ished. ,Dahnash!“ The ifrit appeared.

~Aregular little Caesar,“ Dahnash renarked.

Hasan drew himto one side. ,Wiat’'s the situation with the marid of the nountain?”

Dahnash | ooked at the cone and edged away. ,Well-*

»You were the one who told nme all about narids. How they sink ships in the sea and bl ow away
cities with a single breath. Now tell nme about this Magna.*

~Mrtal, maybe we'd better nove away a space while | explain. No sense asking for trouble.*

Hasan restrained his inpatience and got his party nov- ing toward a nmountain overl ooki ng both the
tenpl e and the cone, and commandi ng a good view of the black plain between them where the kings
were already conjuring legions into existence. He was at a | oss to conprehend this reluctance on
the part of the ifrits, who should have little to fear fromone of their own nunber.

.1 told you about the five orders of-“ Dahnash began. ,Yes, |I'msure | did. Well, the power of the
groups varies exponentially, not arithnetically, and-*

.1 wish you d speak intelligibly.*”

.Yes, nortal,“ Dahnash said, frustrated. ,Every group has its specialized nenbers, and |ikew se
the marids, but they're not so limted. Mdst of themused to be gods, you know. In nodern tines
t hey’ ve been denoted-but they still pack plenty of power.

.~ Now take Magma. He's nostly a fire spirit, nowbut he can tear up the air and shake the ground
sonething awful, too. If he were closer to the ocean, he could nake a wave that woul d swanp every

city on the coast. | nean, he’'s got power, straight, raw elemental force. He doesn’'t have to
pussyfoot with inertia and centrifugal dynamcs the way ifrits do. He-*
,CGet to the point,“ Hasan snapped, still unwilling to admit that he couldn't foll ow many of the

ifrit's terms. ,Wy can't we ask himto help us stop the Queen?*
Dahnash stared. ,Ask himto-nortal, are you out of your mind?"
Hasan waited in stony silence.

~Mrtal, I've been trying to tell you. Magma is a marid. That’s no ordinary spook. He doesn’'t help
peopl e.

, Vel l, what does he do?“

. He sl eeps.*”

Hasan took a deep breath. ,1 mean, when he isn’t sleeping?”

. He destroys.*“

He was getting nowhere. ,You're telling me we’'d bet- ter |eave Magma strictly al one?"
~1'mtelling you.*

»Then |'d better appoint sonmeone to see that he renmins undi sturbed. The battle may get a little
noisy, and it’'s right on his flank.“ He | ooked at Dahnash.

The ifrit retreated. ,Now hold on, nortal. | wouldn't dare go near-why, he' d abolish ne like so
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much imagi - nation if-*

The chief appeared. ,1 will watch him Hasan. Magma knows ne. | can probably | ook down his chi mey
every so often without bothering him*

»Good. You keep ne informed on Magma, and Dahnash will keep track of the progress of the battle.*”
Hasan had di scovered that he rather |iked the feeling of general ship.

By noon Queen Nur al -Huda's troops were ranked upon the plain. They were, Hasan noted with
surprise, largely nale; only the Queen's elite personal guard was anmazon. Columms marched over the
hill in seemingly endless array and spread like flowi ng water across the field, arnor and weapons
glittering. But once in place, the battle array opened in a nonstrous flower, the bright shields
countl ess petals, spears like-

A flower! Hasan had marveled nore than once at the circular rafflesias, |like bows three feet or
more in diame- ter, containing a central cluster of stamens. They were beautiful froma distance-
but perfumed |ike offal

One of these was growi ng on the plain. Five circul ar phal anxes, each massed wi th hundreds of
footnen, clus- tered around the outside: enornmous |eaves. A circular colum represented the outer
rimof the blossom and a smaller circle was the inner disk. In the center stood clusters of men
with spears held high, the stamens: twenty-five groups in the largest circle, fifteen nore in the
me- diumcircle, five in the snmallest.

The amazons stood in the very center, protecting the Queen

The arny of the seven kings, in contrast, was a nmotley horde. Fromthis distance it was inpossible
to distinguish individual features, but Hasan could tell that the majority of the creatures was
grot esquely unhuman. Sone were small, like warty toads and hairy spiders; others were enornous
like warty rhinoceroses and hairy ghouls; the remainder was simlarly repul sive but |ess

descri babl e.

The ifrit organi zation had no beauty. There seenmed to be no discipline, no unifying pattern

It seenmed so wong to be on the ugly side. Hasan felt guilty, and he knew that Sana, standing
beside himin silence, felt it too, for she turned away and entered the tent the ifrits had

provi ded. Mansur, the younger boy, went with her, but Nasir stayed outside to gaze round-eyed at
t he preparations.

~ W' Il tear up that stinking flower soon enough,“ Shawahi said with grimanticipation, and Nasir
clapped his little hands and gri nned.

Dahnash appeared. ,They are sounding the charge!“ He vani shed.

There in the ravaged | andscape the ravage of battle began. The clotted nobs of the ifrit arny
charged upon the living flower. Hasan saw the outer |eaves sway as though ruffled by a cosmc
breeze, then bend and di ssolve into individual contests. He heard the clash of weapon upon cl aw
and spear upon shell.

Dahnash appeared. ,Eneny units engaged,“ he an- nounced. ,Aggressor casualties heavy; ours

noder ate. “

~Wait!" Hasan yelled before the ifrit left again. ,I can’t follow all that. Isn’'t there sone way |
can see the battle for nyself?"
~Mrtal, it isn't safe. One of our own dogfaces m ght snap you up accidentally.*

,Couldn’t | wear the cap and ride the back of one of the chief’s ifrits? No one would know | was
near, and the covenant doesn't apply to his subjects, does it?“

Dahnash remai ned doubtful. ,The flak is pretty heavy ...*

.Let me do it!“ Shawahi said. ,I haven't got so long to live anyway, and |'man expert nilitary
observer. Gve ne the cap.”

Hasan agreed reluctantly. He wanted to see the action hinself, but Shawahi was right. She could
learn a lot nore in a short tine than he could. He handed her the cap

She selected a flying ifrit and was of f. Hasan noticed that all of the ifrit renmained in sight,

t hough the old woman was totally invisible. Apparently there were limts to what contact with the
cap-wearer would do. A small object disappeared, but not a second individual

Anot her thought cane. He had m ssed the obvi ous agai n! Wiy not -

.1t wouldn't work,“ Dahnash said, ,The chief’'s ifrits are bound to their honeland. They coul dn’'t
carry you hone. *

The outer |eaves of the flower pattern were locked in turnoil. It was inpossible to tell fromhere
who was wi nning or even what was happeni ng. Was war al ways as confused as this?

The chief appeared. ,Magma is sleeping restlessly,” he reported. ,I'’mafraid the noise of the
battle is irritating him*

.Can’t be helped. W can’'t w thdraw now. “ Secretly, Hasan hoped the marid woul d wake. He wanted to
see what woul d happen. But he al so knew that this was a foolish desire. He was getting bl ase about
magi ¢, and that could be a fatal attitude.
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Shawahi’s ifrit came in for a | anding. ,What carnage!“ the old wonman excl ai red when she appeared,
not at all put out. ,Qur chanpions are |locked in deadly conmbat with theirs. Heads are flying from
shoul ders, trunks are falling, blood is flowing inrills, and arnms and | egs are floating about

di sconnected. Beautiful!*

.| want to see!® Nasir cried.

»But who is w nning?"

She thought for a monent. She evidently hadn’t consid- ered the matter. ,1 think we have the
advant age, “ she said uncertainly. ,It’s rather confused in the nmelee. . . .“Then her face |ighted.
»But you should see those jinn spout flames fromtheir nostrils! That engagenent is a-“

A real scorcher,” Dahnash said as he appeared. He was gone again.

Nasir junped up and down. ,|I want to see! | want to see!“ Hasan deci ded the boy woul d never have
made a Buddhi st.

Al'l afternoon the conflict raged. Gradually the lovely flower on the battlefield broke down, as
first the |l eaves withered and then the outer circles of the blossomdis- solved. But the ranks of
the jinn were thinning al so, and Hasan knew the issue wasn’t settled yet.

At dusk the two hosts drew apart, and at either end of the field the flickering canpfires bl azed
It was beautiful- but the night breeze al so brought the stench of gore. DDmlight flickered as
well fromthe snoke above the mountain. Magma was rolling about, perhaps annoyed by the odor

The nore distant nountains ringed the entire scene in sonber evening splendor. How coul d such an
ugly situa- tion be so beautiful

The seven kings reported to Hasan. ,They will not withstand us nore than three days, for we had
the better of themtoday. W took two thousand prisoners and sl ew nunbers beyond counting.”

., How many did we | ose?* Hasan inquired.

The ki ngs | ooked enbarrassed. ,About the same num ber-but our arny is larger than theirs.*”

Hasan was reassured, but Shawahi shook her head and sai d not hing.

The kings returned to their troops. The chief’s guard set up sentries, while the majority slept on
the ground. This surprised Hasan; he hadn’'t realized that ifrits had to sleep too, though it made
sense when he thought about it. He retired to the tent and spent a night in Sana’s arns |ike none
he remenbered.

The lovely flower blooned again in the nmorning. Once nore the ifrit horde engulfed it like a
savage carnivore- anonal ous as the concept night be-and drenched the plain with bl ood. Again Magna
the Marid tunbled fret- fully in his sleep, puffs of steam and ash signaling his displeasure as
surely as the chiefs steady reports. But Dahnash brought indications of a favorable outcone, and
Hasan, rested and vigorous for the first time in days, was happy to agree.

Only Shawahi was worried. ,The amazons have not yet fought,“ was all she would say when pressed.
By afternoon the nelee on the plain was subsiding. Scattered battles now showed where before there
had been a continuous press, and corpses, human and bestial, were piled in grotesque nounds. The
si des appeared to be evenly matched. It | ooked as though there would be few survivors of either
army on the plain tonorrow.

But the chief’s warriors had not even tasted battle. Many of them were disappointed, but this was
where Hasan saw their real advantage. |If any of the Queen' s troops survived, he could w pe them
out with a single foray fromthese reserves. There had been no need to worry.

Sana cane out to watch the finish, snmling. ,I’mglad it’'s over," she said. ,I don't like fighting-
and Huda is ny sister. She’ll go honme now. “

~After everything she’s done to you, you can say that?"

~VWell, she’s Queen, and has to do what she feels is right.*

Hasan | ooked at the bruises that still showed on Sana’'s face. Yet he knew that forgiveness was in
her nature. How could she have married him otherw se, after the way he ki dnapped her?

Sonet hi ng el se occurred to him ,You say she'll go honme now? Surely she is dead.*

»No, my husband. See-her circle is not on the field tonight, yet it was unbroken today. "

She was right. Where had the Queen gone? Had she fled to her city before the battle ended, to
escape capture?

The seven kings reported again at dusk. ,Master, the field is ours,
the arny of Wak, though its mistress escaped us.*

.,S50 | noticed. Well," Hasan said, thinking of his wife's sentinments, ,she can’t do us nuch harm by
herself. All we want is to be left in peace to finish our journey. Tonorrow we’l]-*

He was interrupted by an outcry fromthe defensive perineter. Helnmets and shiel ds were advanci ng
upon their canp in a conpact nass.

, The amazons, “ Shawahi said. ,She held themin reserve.*

Suddenly the hillside was lighted with the flane fromthe nmouths of fighting jinn. Hasan saw t he
eneny: arnored ranks of wonmen, the sane troops he had acconpani ed to Wak. Now they were fighting,

they said. ,We have routed
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not traveling-and he was on the other side.

More ifrits appeared as the chief rallied his reserves. There were many of them great aninmal
shapes and crea- tures never seen by man. But though their rush seenmed irresistible, the surging
hel rets of the anazon task force swept steadily closer

Hasan hastily ordered sword and arnor and put them on. Shawahi, veteran that she was, had never
removed hers. Sana donned a tunic of finely woven netal, and even the two little boys were happily
outfitted for defense. Hasan sunmmpned Dahnash and set himto guard Sana and the children

.But my | ove-where are you goi ng?* Sana cried, holding him

.1 have to fight.*

.Fight here. We shall all be lost if you die out there in battle."

Hasan was not afraid. He had al ways thought he would be terrified to face professional troops in

conmbat, but the violence of the past few days and his present responsibili- ties as comander of
the jinn and protector of his famly inured himto the qual ms he might once have had. He was ready
to fight, to overcome, to kill-and if need be, to die in defense of those he | oved.

Assured of this, he found he had the courage to stay back fromthe thick of the fray and stand
guard over his famly. There was nothing he had to prove.

The cl anor and carnage pushed closer. Peering out into the night, he could see the potent arm of
the eneny line reaching toward the center of the canp, cutting down everything that sought to

bl ock its advance. Shawahi was right: the anazons were a different breed fromordinary troops. The
Queen had neatly engaged and neutralized the forces avail able through the rod before maki ng her
serious attack. Just when he had thought the battle was over, the real encounter had begun

He saw a single amazon, pert and agile in her arnor, attack a ponderous animal-ifrit twi ce her
height. Its gleam ing dagger-teeth clashed together |ike steel striking stone. The ifrit rose
upon two ruscul ar hind | egs, balancing against its mghty tail, small front |egs al nost hidden
beneath its nonstrous head. Red eyes flared, nottled gray jaws gaped. It roared with the sound of
fifty wounded tigers and brought its open nouth down upon the wonan, an orifice big enough to
engul f hal f her body at a single bite.

Her sword flashed. The tip of the creature’s tongue dropped neatily to the ground. Her spear flew
out and buried itself inthe ifrit’'s distended belly. She leapt upon it as it toppled and ki cked
with netal -pointed toes at its eyes. One of its awful hind feet cane up to rake her body. Her
arnmor tore free as though it were paper, and blood flowed richly down her side, but she slit its
throat and went w thout pause on to the next opponent.

No man Hasan had seen could have done it-yet this was just a single encounter anong hundreds. And
he was on the other side.

One after the other, the ifrits cane and died. Sonme were |ike outsized rhinoceroses, carrying
curved wr aparound bone-arnor on their heads many feet across, with three devastating horns rising
fromthe center. Ohers were low and flat, arnored all over but with sharp spikes sticking out in
rows and with crushing maces on their tails. Still others were giant birds, with stubby w ngs and
beaks that crunched off arms and feet with every peck. But terrible as these fornms were, nost of
the quivering bodi es mounding the area inmedi ately before the tent were ifrit bodies, and nost of
t he agoni zed dying screans gurgled fromifrit throats.

They screaned a long tinme, for though the ifrits could be destroyed, they could not die

conpl etely.

Br eakt hrough! And the battle had come to Hasan. He cl apped the cap upon his head so that the eneny
could not see himand laid about himw th the sword. Shawahi took her place beside himon the
left, adroitly keeping her sword away fromthe seemngly enpty space he occupi ed, and Dahnash t ook
the right. Now there were no sour coments fromthe former and no snart remarks fromthe latter
The nmonent of decision was upon themall, and the odds, truly revealed at |ast, were agai nst them
Shawahi was ol d, but she had trained these amazons for many years. She was still a match for any
one of the savage wonen. Dahnash, for all his inpertinence, turned out to know how to use a sword
when he had to. He was not a firebreather-snmoke rings were all he could nmuster- but he was sharp-
eyed and agile and he | oved his present shape well.

Hasan had had good training under the tutel age of El- dest, back on Serendip. He knew how to cover
his vul ner- able spots and wait for proper opportunity before wasting a stroke. Wth the enornous
advantage of invisibility, he should have had easy success.

It was not to be. The amazon facing himwas tall, strong and skilful. Though her hel net covered
nmost of her hair and part of her face, her features were as delicate and fair as those of a gir
just bl ossom ng i nto wonanhood. Though her shield and arnmor covered all of her torso, Hasan could
tell by the necessary shaping of it and the novenents of her body that she had a figure to drive a
rutting sultan out of his mnd

It was very difficult to strike such a woman with nali- cious intent.
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Hasan hesitated, but she did not. She blinked once, prettily, when he put the cap on; then she
whirled her sword in a dazzling arc before her, trying to cut himdown before he could nove. He
parried with his shield, alnost throwm off bal ance by the genuine force of the bl ow but

i medi ately she was slashing fromthe opposite side, forc- ing himto parry again and thus revea
his position. These girls nmust have been warned about the cap, and the uncer- tain nature of the
illum nation evened the odds considera- bly. Hasan could see her only vaguely when the torches of
ifrit breath subsided, and her novenents were so quick and her attack so swift and sure that he
had no opportunity to avoid her blows and thus hide hinself effectively.

Her sword cl anged against his helnmet, knocking it askew and smashing the netal agai nst one ear. He
was unhurt, and the cap, by a miracle, remained in position, but this forced himto realize the
danger he was in. The next swing mght contact with his neck instead, and sever his invisi- ble
head. She knew his size and defensive posture, and could and would destroy himby aimng her

sl ashes where his vul nerable parts ought to be.

~Hurry, Hasan!“ Shawahi cried. She knew what was hol di ng hi m back, and how fatal this hesitancy
could be. The gap was wi dening; nmore amazons were filling in behind the first three. A giant
corpse was in view Hasan recognized it as the imortal renmmins of one of the kings, honoring his
commitnment to the rod to the end-defunct at the hands of these sanme fenminine warriors. This was no
ganme he was playing, no polite denmurral of the fairer sex; this was his life and the lives of his
| oved ones, and the figure before himwas not a damsel but his eneny.

Hasan threw hinself flat on the ground, know ng that what would be suicidal when visible was a

Wi nni ng tactic now. The amazon al nost | ost her footing as her sword whistled through enpty space.
He caught her shapely toe and yanked. The netal slipper cane off and she fell. He kneel ed, took
his sword in both hands, and smashed the edge across her exposed ankl es.

He was sick when her foot flew off-but she gave himno tine to think about it. Her body flexed and
she was on her knees, her blade slicing into his shoulder. The fine ifrit arnor halted it, but not
bef ore she gouged a pai nful chunk fromthe nuscle next to his neck. Hi s shield dropped for an
instant as his armwas paral yzed, and the point of her sword janmed into his breastplate. Too | ow
but had she been able to see him that bl ow woul d have skewered his neck. She was rapidly bl eeding
to death, but she nmeant to kill himyet.

Hasan ai nmed carefully and plunged his sword point through her face.

She fell back, blood spouting horribly as his blade cane free-but even then she nade no sound, and
her two hands cane up not to clutch at her own face, but to claw at his. One razor nail ripped
into the corner of his nmouth; then, at |ast she died.

Three nore amazons were descendi ng upon him Their expressions showed both berserk fury and alert
awar eness of his position and advantage. Only death would stop them

He fought barbarously, using his invisibility in whatever nmanner it could be used. He knew that he
was no match for an amazon in fair conbat, and that they gave no quarter and outnunbered him He
bashed against themwi th his shield and kicked at their feet, and when one fell against him he
flattened her face with a mailed fist, and when one fell away from himhe ramred his spear up
under her netal skirt.

Still they cane. Hasan fell to the ground, weary and snmarting fromnunmerous injuries. Beautifu
warriors trod over him thinking his unseen body a corpse. The tents burst into flane, and he
heard the screans of his children

He scranbl ed up, finding new strength. Shawahi and Dahnash were still fighting a rearguard action,
i med against the flames, but they were beset by crowdi ng ana- zons. A second scream soared from
the flame.

It was Hasan's turn to go berserk. He was never able to renenber what he did, nor did he care to
try, but two amazons withed on the ground in agony behind himwhile he charged through the sheets
of flane.

The heat blinded him ,Sana! Nasir! Mnsur!*“

There was no answer. He stunbl ed over a body, dropped to the earth beside it, and found that there
was still air to breathe next to the ground though the flanes raged over his head. He touched the
prone figure and felt blood and a fenmal e shape. ,Sana!*“

But it was an anmzon, slashed and burned. H's own head was burning, and he pawed at it until the
bl azing cloth fell away. Now he could see that this wonan’s face was | ovely even in the pyre. He
recogni zed the royally born dansel Shawahi had offered himthat day the army bathed in the ocean
so long ago. Never again would she charmmen with her splendor or laugh amid friendly waves.

Per haps he had been the one to kill her.

Hard hands grasped himfrom behind. An animal sound canme fromhis throat as he struggled to free
hinself, but the grip was huge and tight. ,I'mon your side, Hasan,“ a voice grunted in his ear
»Had you not |ost your cap, | would not have found you in tine."“
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It was the chief. They leapt into the air, leaving the flames and the horrors they envel oped
bel ow.

M wifel My children!*”

.1 carried themto safety,“ the chief said. . They screamed when | picked themup, just as you
did, but there was no tine to reason with them?*

Linmp relief washed over him Hs famly was safe!

»Put me down and fetch Shawahi!*“ he said, surprising hinself.

.| have already assigned a mnion,“ the chief reassured him

They gathered in a dark gully near the conic nmountain. ,This is not safe,“ the chief said, ,but
there was very little tinme. The Queen has won the day."”

Not even Dahnash cared to point out that it was night.

»But what of the seven kings?“ Hasan said.
Four shapes appeared. ,Qur brothers are gone,
vanqui shed, our magi c aboli shed.“

.1 have only what you see here,“ the chief added. No nore than a dozen bedraggled ifrits renmi ned.
Hasan made a formal head count. Beside the five nor- tals, there were the chief, the four kings,
Dahnash and the chief’'s remmant. Hardly nore than a score of the thou- sands who had gone to
battle so proudly two days before. But if the Queen’s forces had been sinilarly ravaged-

Torches glimrered in the distance, and there came the sound of marching feet. Dahnash flew into
the night.

He was back in a nmonment. ,She’s got a full division left,” he said. ,I'"mglad they don’t make
female ifrits like that!”

» Take us away from here!“ Hasan said to the chief.

The chi ef shook his head. ,Hasan, ny last flyer broke his wing transporting the old wonan, and the
ki ngs are forbidden by covenant to carry the sons of Adam | amthe only one who can do it-and
though | can take you anywhere, | can carry only one of you at a tine, or the two children.”

Hasan exchanged gl ances with the two wonen. ,Take the children to ny nother in Baghdad. The rest
of us will stay and fight."“

,But that will take ne many hours, even days if | keep |l ow enough to maintain their warnth. You
cannot hope to withstand the force of Wak and the magic of the Queen without ny help.*“

. Take them® Sana cried, tears stream ng down her face. She gave each boy a final hug and kiss.
Hasan did the sane, and so did Shawahi. The chief |ooked at them sadly, then took a boy under each
arm They screaned and cried, not wanting to go, but Hasan signaled the ifrit away and put his
arnms around each woman.

Sana sobbed openly as the chief disappeared into the sky and the cries of Nasir and Mansur
dwindled in the dis- tance. Even Shawahi shed a tear. ,ls your nother a gentle wonan?“ Shawah

i nqui red.

.She is very like yourself,"

the remaining kings said sadly. ,Qur troops are

‘ Hasan sai d. Chapter 15. Magna

The marching torches descended the hillside and spread out below. The gully was sonme distance
around the cone, so that the amazons had to cross the plain to reach it. Their torches circled and
formed once nore into the terrible flower pattern, glow ng and swaying in the night, a signal to
the world that the Queen had won and woul d have her revenge. How coul d he ever have thought it
beauti ful!

» Wiy does she pursue us?* Hasan nurnured, unable to take his gaze fromthe nenace. ,Doesn’t she
know she woul d never see us again, if she let us go?*

»You are a handsone man,“ Shawahi said. ,Did you not know?“

Hasan nulled that over in his mnd, but could not nake sense of it. ,Howlong will it take themto
reach us?* he asked Dahnash

+An hour, nortal-no nore.*

»How |l ong can we hold them of f?“

~A mnute,* Shawahi said. ,l trained those troops. Nor can we flee or hide fromthe Queen’s
magi c. “

It is in the hands of Allah, then.* But sonehow he felt that Allah’s will was far renoved from
Wak. It would take a mracle to vanquish the Queen, and Hasan’s |ife deserved no niracle.

If only Uncle Ab or the Bl ack Shaykh were here to advise him There nust be sone avenue of escape.
The Shaykh! Hasan still had a pouch of incense to sumon him

~Youl'* he called to one of the waiting ifrits. ,Can you make a fire?"

.Yes, master,“ the creature said. He shuffled forward-a six-foot lizard with tusks.

»Good boy!*“ Hasan patted the scaly head. ,I amgoing to sprinkle sonme powder and say a few words,
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and | want you to burn it up.*“

.Yes, master,“ the ifrit said. This one didn't seemoverly bright. Probably it was actually one of
the lower orders, a jinn perhaps. But he needed fire, not brains.

He took the perfuned | eather pouch and shook a little of the powder into his palm He flung it
away fromhimnot entirely trusting the firedrake's ai mand sang out ,Burn!*“

Ajet of fire shot fromthe lizard s nmouth, igniting the powder in nidair. ,Abu al-Ruwaysh!“ Hasan
shout ed.

The Bl ack Shaykh stood before him ,Wake Magma, “ he sai d, and vani shed.

»But-“ But Hasan protested to enptiness.

»Wak is out of his territory,“ Shawahi said. ,1 have heard of him He can’t violate his covenant
with the old King of the Isles.*
Hasan was di sappoi nted. He had hoped the Shaykh could help them ,Al | wanted was advice how to

save our lives. Just a few words.“ He paused, nursing his hurt. ,Wke Magnma?“
Shawahi | ooked at the snol dering cone, then down to the advancing flower of torches. ,Even agai nst

her, | hesitate,” she said. ,But there is no other way. If the Black Shaykh advises it-*
Thi s devel opnent did not dismay Hasan unduly. His curiosity about the marid m ght be satisfied
after all. He hoped there would be a spectacul ar display. ,How can we wake him if all the sounds

of battle couldn’t?*

. Magnma isn't very sound asl eep now, “ Dahnash said. ,That battle irritated himso nmuch that any
little thing mght jog himalert."

.Li ke a rock down his chi mey?“ Hasan inquired softly.

.Ho nortal! You said it!”

There was a sil ence. Dahnash began to | ook nervous. ‘Now just a nonent-*

»Wio else can do it? You're the only flying ifrit left."

Dahnash paced about unconfortably. ,But Magma is a marid. |If he caught ne fooling around his-*
Sana and Shawahi added their stares.

Dahnash was distinctly unhappy. .| suppose |I’m under orders.*

Sana reached up and ki ssed him The days of hope since their escape had done nuch to restore her
beauty. ,Too bad they don't nake fenale ifrits like that,“ Dahnash said, nollified.

Shawahi had already | ocated a sizable stone. ,I'Il put a noxious spell on this so that it wll
expl ode with the foul est of stinks,“ she said. ,That should nmake himrunble.*

. When Magma runbles, that’s a runble!* Dahnash said, recovering some slight enthusiasm He hefted
the stone. ,In case | don’t. . . .“He shook his head. ,Forget it. | don't seemto have any classic
final utterance.”

He leapt into the air, steadied his burden, and sailed heavily into the night.

Shawahi turned away. ,Wen a nortal dies, his soul lives on unhanpered, until he is reborn,* she
said. ,An ifrit has no such escape.*”

.Is there really any danger?“ Hasan asked her, sur- prised at her tone.

~Magma is a marid, just as Dahnash pointed out.*"

Hasan had no reply. He watched the great cone and wondered what woul d devel op. They were all so
serious about it! They seened to be nore concerned with Mag- ma's sl eep than their own inpending
nmurder at the hands of the Queen. Dahnash had told himabout fire and redhot rock and quivering
ground, and he had seen some of the snoke hinself, but this didn't seemsufficient to do nore than
annoy the amazon arny. What was to prevent themfromshielding their eyes fromthe fire and
wal ki ng around the hot rock? Even if sone of themwere burned, nore than enough would remain to
Wi pe out the fugitives.

O course, a large-scale distraction mght enable his party to escape on foot. That nust be it.
A tiny speck appeared in the |ight above the cone. A note dropped down. Hasan al nost thought he
heard a faint ,Ho ho!*

They wai ted. Not hi ng happened.

In a few m nutes Dahnash reappeared. ,| got away!“ he exclainmed, jubilant. ,Magma never saw ne!"“
. Maybe you didn't wake him*® Hasan said. Had all the buildup been for this? ,W saw you drop the
stone, but nothing happened.“

.1 woke him nortal. His chimey’'s clogged, so it'Il take hima little while to get going, but I
felt himstir when the pebble hit! What a stench! Any noment now “

The ground shuddered. ,See what | nmean? You can tell he's alive now, if you just listen. Wen a
mari d gets mad, he broadcasts his mad all over the cosnpbs. Listen.*

Hasan |istened. He heard nothing. Even the single earth-shudder had subsided, and there seened to

be no wind or aninmal noise of any kind. ,I nean with your mnd,“ Dahnash said. ,You can feel him
in your head.*
Anot her pause. ,O Hasan!“ Sana exclainmed. ,|1 can hear it!"
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Then Hasan began to pick it up. There was sonething- distant, margi nal, al nost beyond the range of

what ever sense applied, but imrensely powerful. It cane clearer as he concentrated.

A surging liquid reservoir under enornous pressure . . . churning gases bubbling through liquid
rock ... a long nasal tunnel reaching up ... a massive stone plug hol ding back the building
pressure.

Hasan shook his head. This was ridicul ous! Rock was solid, not liquid, and gas was just another
kind of air. It could not even nove rock, |et alone bubble through it.

. Magnma doesn’t follow your feeble conceptions,“ Dahnash said. ,If he chooses to bubble steam
through stone, he bubbles it. If he wants to set brown earth on fire, he sets it. He’'s got magic
no one el se can touch. Listen. “

Hasan |i stened.

Magmae seet hed and bubbled in nolten fury. For centu- ries he had slept, puffing out his ashy
breath during frag- mentary dreans, bracing against the warmsides of his Iiquid burrow as he

fl opped over for another nap. But recently there had been cacophony beside his nmountain, and
rivering blood smirched his sacred donmicile. H's dreans were disturbed, his tenper strained. But
for the fact that it was a lot of trouble to rouse hinself, he would have bl asted away the
irritation.

Fortunately the disturbance stopped, and he drifted with | esser anger back to sleep. There was no
need for-

A del i berate pebble pinked his nostril. Well, it was a minor matter. Then an odor filtered in.
Essence of rafflesia. Magma hesitated sleepily, deciding how nmuch rage he could spare. The nortals
of Wak weren’'t supposed to bother him He sent up a current to investigate- and di scovered that
his nose was | argely cl ogged.

If there was anything the nmarid of the nountain couldn’t abide, it was confinenent. The pebble was
forgotten as he generated pressure. One sneeze woul d-

The obstruction held. Magma's sneeze reverberated the I ength of the chi mey and bubbl ed
unconfortably back through his main chanber. Now his stomach was upset- and he still coul dn't

br eat he.

He bel ched. The stupendous vol ume of gas shot up- ward, blasting against the confining plug

and turned aside to bathe himin its nausea agai n. He choked.

Magna was fully awake at last. Hs rage was towering. That a god should suffer such indignity! He
prepared to tear | oose on the orgy of the millennium

The gases, under control now, surged and mounted the chimey, carrying volatile netals before
them They pressed agai nst the unyielding plug. Magma gradually increased the force, raming nore
and nore substance into the chim ney. There was nothing on the earth or in it that would resist
the marid’ s concentrated push for |ong.

Fingers of gas and liquid bored into the plug. Spirals of Magna's deeper substances aninmated it,
searching, prob- ing, drilling, tw sting.

He had hold of it now. Magma threw all his titanic primeval energies, the power of which had
fashioned the world itself in the old days when he rul ed everything, behind the plug.

It blew

»cover your eyes!“ Shawahi screanmed. The ground bucked beneath them

Hasan cl apped his hands to his face, but the blast of light seened to cut right through them and
outline the top of the cone in fire, shooting brilliant fury high into the air.

From Magnma’ s throat cane a thunderous roar of triunph. A thick columm of incandescent debris shot
up, spreading into boiling clouds which flashed now white, now black. The mass of snobke took the
shape of the nobst nonstrous ifrit Hasan had ever seen

No ifrit, that. It was the marid.

Magna roared again, a deafening detonation. Hasan covered his ears, but the sound could no nore be
stopped than the light, and his ears continued to ring. How could there be nore sound fromthe
mount ai n when the marid had al ready escaped?

Anot her roar. They came every few m nutes now, and Hasan realized that Magna had only begun to
show his strength

Morni ng canme. Hours had passed, seeming like mnutes while they cowered in the gully listening to
Magna's wrath. There was no sign of the Queen' s arny.

Even as the day brightened, the air filled with choking sul phurous funes. A dense cloud of snopke
rolled over, turning the day to night again. The blasts came |ouder, and the ground shook
steadily.

Then there was a stillness.

.Is it over?“ Hasan inquired hopefully.

Shawahi and Dahnash stared at him ,Over? Magnma is a marid. "
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As though that explained everything. ,Wll maybe we’'d better nove on before the Queen finds us.*
~Don"t worry about the Queen. She'll be busy enough with Magma, “ Shawahi said, smiling to herself.
They began their trek, however, away fromthe noun- tain. The runbl es began again as they did so
.He's spotted them“ Dahnash sai d.

»But why should he go after them when we did it?"

.1 framed them*“ Shawahi sai d.

An inpenetrable swirl of snoke obscured the cone, and lightning flashed fromthat cloud into the
surroundi ng air. Hot ash rai ned down upon them naking i medi ate cover necessary. Hasan was
surprised to discover that the parti- cles, though white with heat, could be brushed off quickly
fromthe skin without extrene effect. The party was able to proceed through the strange storm by
hol di ng bundl es of |arge | eaves overhead.

A wind cane up, gentle at first, but rapidly increasing to violence. Dust blew into the eyes, nose
and nmouth. The world tasted of whirling ashes.

They were in the jungle now, blindly charging through trees and trailing vines. WIld beasts

swar med about them but paid no attention to the hunman party. Even tigers and pythons were intent
only upon escape. Hasan woul d have marvel ed at this unusual camaraderie of living things if he
hadn’t had other problens to take his attention.

The expl osi ons resunmed, |ouder than ever. Larger frag- nents fell fromthe sky, sonme the size of
human heads.

They travel ed desperate niles, but neither noise nor snoke seenmed to dinminish. The sound of Magma
becanme a sustained roar, deafening the world with its power. Light ash covered every |leaf of the
jungle trees and carpeted the ground.

At last they could travel no nore. Sana was sobbing and gasping for breath, her face grined with
dust, and Shawahi wasn’t nuch better off. Even the ifrits seemed norose and tired

Magna' s cloud had formed into a pine tree many nmiles high, the last time Hasan had glinpsed it. He
hoped the tree would not cone crashing in their direction. Al they could do was wait, tired and
hungry and afrai d.

.1 think we’'re far enough away, “ Shawahi sai d.

Al'l night Magna vented his fury into the sky. The trees of the forest shriveled and burned, and
when the norning came the sun appeared only as a distant bloody ball behind a curtain of sickly
yel | ow.

They ate what they could stonach, drank fromthe water bags the ifrits were still able to provide,
and slept. There was nothing else to do, though the roiling dreams of the marid clothed their
slunber in nightmare. Wuld they ever see a nornal world again?

On the third day the earth junped again with a cataclys- mc blast. Hasan was thrown to the
ground, head spinning again with the violence of both external and internal rage. He tried to
cover Sana, waiting for the hot fragnments to smash into the ground, killing whomthey woul d. Magna
had nultiplied his power nanyfold

Not hi ng happened.

Astiff wind lifted the snoke and haze to reveal the devastated jungle. Ash was inches deep over
everything, and not a creature noved.

But Hasan's mind was enpty. Magnma was gone.

By nutual consent they traveled back to the nountain. The di stance which had seened interm nabl e

t hrough the raining stone now becane short. In hours they were back

Hasan | ooked upon the scene, hardly crediting it. The cone was gone; the neighboring tenple was
gone; even the plain upon which the ifrits had battled the Queen’s arny was gone, and the
protective gully. Al that remained was a giant circular valley, a cauldron nore than two thousand
paces across, w sps of fog hovering above it. Waves of heat still enmanated. ,Magna did-this?”
Shawahi nodded. ,He sl eeps again-but he isn't gone. A nmarid is never gone.“ She stared wistfully
at the place the tenple had occupied. ,All the records and artifacts of the Wak enpire were
there,* she nmurmured. ,Magma destroyed everything. | wonder if it was not too great a price to pay
for the safety of three fugitives.*

Hasan didn’t know what to say. He felt painfully guilty about his overeager, ignorant desire to
see the marid wake. True, the Queen had been a terror-but she was undoubtedly a capable ruler. How
could he equate the success of his quest with the destruction of an enpire?

They turned away and began to organize for the journey to Arabia. The four kings provided food and
horses and a magnificent tent for the party to relax in before undertak- ing the hardships of
travel .

But others had survived the hol ocaust. The scouting ifrits brought in no |l ess a person than Queen
Nur al - Huda and several of her chief officers. They were dizzy and benused, but her nmgic had
saved them from death. They were all that was left of the nagnificent anazon arnmny.
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The ki ngs brought Hasan a throne of alabaster inlaid with jewels and pearls so that he could sit
in judgnent. They brought another of ivory plaited with glittering gold threads for the princess
Manar al -Sana, and a third for Shawahi Zat al -Dawahi. There, near the brink of the disas- ter
wrought by the marid of the nountain, the three awaited the prisoners.

The Queen was pinioned at the el bows and fettered at the feet, but her inperious beauty had not
deserted her. She wore a flexible jacket of python skin, and did not | ook at all ashamed for the
damage resulting fromher intractable attitude.

Shawahi was overcone by rage. Hasan had thought she was nellow ng toward the Queen, now that the
battl e was over, but he had underestinmated the wath of a woman who had been betrayed.

,Oharlot, Otyrant,“ Shawahi screeched from her throne. ,Your reconpense for your despicable
deeds whi ch have denolished the acconplishnment of an enpire shall be to be bound to the tails of
two mares who have been denied water until their thirst is burning and who are rel eased in sight
of water; and two bitches starved for a week shall be released to foll ow you and rend your skin
After that your flesh shall be cut off and fed to them piece by piece. How could you treat your
own sister with such infany, O strunpet, knowi ng that she was lawfully nmarried in the sight of
Al'l ah, which these two worshi p? Wnen were not created except for nmen and to give them pl easure!”
Hasan | ooked at Sana, but her eyes were tightly closed. ,Put these captives to the sword,“ he

sai d.

Shawahi agreed vehenently. ,Slay themall! Do not spare a single onel* She seened to have
forgotten her earlier lanments about the denise of an enmpire. Slaying the Queen would hardly bring
it back.

Sana opened her eyes and spoke to the Queen. ,O ny sister, what has come upon us? How can you be
conquered and captive in your own country?“

»This is a mghty matter, sister,“ Nur al-Huda replied, while Hasan listened in wonder. ,But it is
true: this nmerchantman has gotten the nmastery of us and all our realm H s arnmy defeated ours.*
The Queen was nmking no apol ogi es for her defeat.

.But he did it only by neans of his cap and rod,“ Sana protested.

~True-but it was a fair encounter. | amin his power now and will accept his decision. My only
regret is that there was ever nisunderstandi ng between princesses of Wak.*“

Sana turned on Hasan. ,What are you doing to ny sister? Wiat has she done to you to deserve

puni shrent at your hands?“

»She tortured you. For that a thousand deaths are too little."

. But she had reason for everything she did. Wak does not recogni ze pagan narriage, nor is a
princess allowed to take up with a conmoner. But you-you have set mnmy father’s heart on fire for
the I oss of nme. What will happen to himif he | oses ny sister also?"

Hasan | ooked at Shawahi in bew | dernment. ,She is young; she has a foolishly soft heart,” the old
woman said. ,lsn’'t that the way you |ike her?*

. But the Queen-*

- What does it matter to you? If you want sternness of character, marry the Queen. You can do that
now, you know, for you are the first to have conquered her. On the other hand, if you want Sana-*“
Hasan bowed to the inevitable. It was easier to get along with wonen of any age if he didn't try
too hard to nake themfit man's logic. ,It’s your decision,“ he told his wife. ,Do whatever you
will.*

She cl apped her hands happily. ,Release ny sister and the other captives.*

The ifrit kings |ooked as frustrated as Hasan felt, and Dahnash turned his back. But Sana junped
off her throne, ran to Nur al-Huda and enbraced her tearfully.

,Omy sister,“ said the Queen, ,forgive ne for the nalice with which | treated you."“

Hasan was remi nded unconfortably of his own early encounter with Bahramthe Persian. Bahram had
beaten himand treated him niserably, but pleaded for forgiveness when the situation had altered
He had trusted the man . . . and thereby learned a terrible | esson

Yet this decision had also led to his discovery of the palace at Serendip, his neeting with the
delightful sisters there, and his marriage to Sana herself. He would not change it nowif it were
in his power to do so

Was it possible that Sana’'s foolish forgiveness of her treacherous and cal cul ati ng sister woul d
also lead to better things? Whatever was fated, Shawahi was right: Sana’'s beauty had won him but
it was her innocence that held him Even the princesses of Serendip knew the neani ng of vengeance-
but not Sana.

Hasan stood, wal ked to the brink of Magma’s chasm and drew out the magic rod. Fate could no

| onger justify his possession of it. He broke it across his knee and threw the pieces into the
chasm

» You have given us our freedom*“ the four kings said. Then each in turn bowed formally to him and
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di sappeared. The horses and supplies remai ned, and he knew he had done the right thing. It was the
time for generosity.

He dismissed the ifrits of the chief, and trod wearily to the main tent. He was suddenly | onely.
But not for long. Sana joined himpresently, and all the ravages of Magma's wath faded to

i nsignificance anid the delight she brought.

Next norning Queen Nur al-Huda cane to himand kissed himwith all the distant warmh she could
muster. ,My/ sister has told nme all about you, Hasan. | know now that whatever your birth, you are
an honorable man and a worthy husband to her. I'"msorry that | ever stood between you or caused
you trouble in any way.“ And rmuch as he had thought he hated this wonan, he felt reluctant tears
of gratitude cone to his eyes. Sana was not the only soft- hearted one.

What was it Shawahi had said about the Queen? That she would not |et themgo in peace

because he was a handsone man? Was it possible that she was not so differ- ent from her younger
sister, after all? Her strange accep- tance of defeat.

Shawahi cane. Nur al-Huda turned to her. ,O nmy venerable nother, | amdeprived of all ny troops,
and no one can train new ones as well as you. WIIl you return with ne and govern ny arm es agai n?"
The old woman huffed herself up angrily. ,Return with you? I-“ Then she paused, |ooked at Hasan

| ooked at the Queen, and seened indefinably to regain the stature Hasan had observed the first
time he nmet her. Shawahi had been powerful then, but had somehow becone ineffective when deprived

of her position. Al that fell away now ,I think I'd better.*”
Make that three softhearts, Hasan thought. The Queen was really stronger than all of them and had
prevai |l ed.

The Queen enbraced Sana once nore while Hasan felt strange sorrow at this parting of the two

| ovel i est wormen in the world. Too bad it was forbidden to marry sisters. . . .

Then the Queen and her party rode south, and it was over. Never again would he have adventures to
mat ch these

But Sana was beside him radiant and enchanting, and it was all worthwhile. There were so many
dear friends to nmeet again, and they would visit themall on the return: the King of the Land of
Camphor, the Bl ack Shaykh and his four elderly disciples, Uncle Ab, and of course the seven
princesses of Serendip. H's heart cheered as he thought of Rose, and he was eager to proceed.
,One mnute, nortal .*

It was Dahnash. ,I’mon nmy own tinme now, nortal, so you know it means sonething,“ the ifrit said
.1 just wanted you to know |’ ve had a change of heart.“ He paused.

»,One man is worth a thousand jinn,"“ Dahnash said seriously. ,Provided it is the right man.“ He
smled, saluted, and faded from vi ew.

As the whirling dustcloud formed, Hasan was sure he heard a distinct ,Ho ho!*

Aut hor’ s Note

My thesis for ny B.A in Creative Witing from CGod- dard College in 1956 was the |ongest in the

hi story of the college: 95,000 words. It was in fact nmy first novel, The Unstilled World. That
novel was never published, though | later reworked a portion of it and that portion becane Sos the
Rope. Nine years later, in 1965, | conpleted nmy second, Chthon, which was ny first to be
published. In 1966 | conpleted the coll aborative Pretender, though that did not see mass-narket
publication until 1985. My fourth novel, conpleted in January 1967, was Hasan. | think that of al
the novels | have witten, this one has the nost remarkable history. So let’'s go back to the
begi nni ng.

My father read to me when | was young, and it is a tradition | carried on, reading to ny daughter
Penny. One of the things he introduced nme to in that manner was The Arabian N ghts-the tales of a
Thousand Ni ghts and a Night. Today few people seemto be conversant with these fabul ous stories,
and that's too bad. So | sought a way to bring themto the attention of contenporary readers. |
obtained three translations of the Nights, one of themrunning to sixteen volunes, and read as
much of themas | could, seeking the ideal Tale to adapt. | decided on ,Hasan and the Bird

Mai den, “ a phenonenal story that | had in all three versions. There were di fferences between them
of course; for exanple, the Mardrus & Mathers translation, which was rendered fromArabic to
French, and from French to English, contains a scene wherein a giant breaks wind so forcefully as
to bl ow Hasan across the | andscape, but it also abridges the tale, ending it at the point Hasan
finds the Bird Maiden again and borrows a flying suit for hinself and flies home with her and the
children. The nost conplete version is that presented in the Richard Burton translation, while
those who prefer ,famly reading® should go to the Lane translation. Al versions of all the Tales
are well worth reading by those who like this sort of thing, as | do; | nmerely chose the
particular Tale | deened best for my purpose.
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But | also operated on another level. | recognized in this tale a historic basis. The pattern of
some genui ne explora- tion was there, masked by the magi c expl anati ons provi ded by those who did
not understand or did not believe the truth. What was the truth? |I researched to discover it-and
believe | succeeded. Hasan traveled to Ceylon-now called Sri Lanka, but which | called Serendip
because of the story of the Three Princes of Serendip, who always found what they weren't | ooking
for. In the 18th century Horace WAl pol e used this story to coin the word ,serendipity.“ Serendip
was the original nane for Ceylon. The descrip- tions in the Tale of Hasan align with this
interpretation. Hasan later traveled through India to Tibet, where a wise man sent himalong to
Chi na (Cathay), then down the coast to Indo-China, Malay, and finally Sumatra. Thus the map of
Hasan’s travels is the map of Asia, and the differ- ing cultures he encountered are those of that
continent. | had to do quite a bit of research and adjustnment, for if the distances described in
the original Tale are taken literally, the Isle of Wak would be fifty thousand nmiles from Asia

M nor (twi ce the circunference of the Earth) yet would speak the sane | anguage. Now the nedi eva
Arab enpire was large, but not that large. In the year 800 a.d. it extended all the way from

sout hern France to western India, enbracing nore territory than the Roman enpire at its height.
But Asia is larger than that, and nore diversi- fied. | conpronised on a journey of about twelve
thousand nmiles, and tried to present the real |anguages and cul tures he woul d have encountered.

I found an interesting sidelight when | researched the Arab enpire. The conquest of the region was
expl osive and generally gentle by historic standards. By that | mean that the conquerors did not
practice genoci de or |eave nountai ns of severed heads in their wake, though there was plenty of

bl ood shed. They did not inmpose their culture on their subjects; instead they avidly absorbed all
that their civilized subjects had to offer. They becane civilized, and made a ki nd of gol den age
that put to shame the relatively barbaric domain of Charlenmagne in the west. The ,Dark Age“ was
dark only in Europe. The subject peoples of the Arab world saw the advantage in conform ing to
the ways of the conquerors, and adopted them by stages. This is where | see the | esson of history:
what is truly nost inportant to people-their politics, their reli- gion, or their |anguage? The
subj ect peoples of Asia, Africa and Europe gave up first their politics, so that nust have been

| east inportant. Then they yielded their reli- gions, adopting Allah. Finally they let go their
several |anguages in favor of the | anguage of Arabia. | suspect that they, |ike nost of the

worl d's people, had invested nost effort in their |anguage, and least in their political struc-
tures. People value what they have worked for. Yet today we are in an arnms race that has the
potential to destroy the world, in the nane of politics, while our |anguage and literacy decline
And so, in the course of ny research, | became im nersed in the world of Harun al -Rashid of 800
A.D. | discovered the joys of vicarious travel, and indeed it seened that | had been there. | had
resear ched the Babyl onian Enpire of 539 b.c. for Pretender, and found it fascinating; this was
even nore so. Such experiences were gradually leading ne fromfantasy to archaeology. Certainly I
aminterested in the future-but the future is guesswork, while the past is available via research

In many cases ny novel s have inpact on ny outl ook, and Hasan had nore than nost. | remain glad
didit, even though it really isn't nmy novel; it’s nerely aretelling of a tale nore than a
thousand years old. | hope that ny readers have shared some nea- sure of ny enthusiasmfor it.

So how did Hasan fare on the market? | couldn’t even find a publisher for it! Larry Ashnead at
Doubl eday heard of the project and asked to see it, but rejected it on the basis of a sanple as

i nadequate. (The sanple was the beginning up to Hasan's first encounter with Rose.) Ballantine
rejected it as not fitting within its anbience. | kept trying, through 1967 and 1968: Ace, Lancer,
Avon, Fawcett, McGaw Hill, Harper & Row, Viking, F&SF (sanple chapters), Dell. Hardcovers,

paper backs, maga- zines-all rejects. Avon responded in a fast three weeks, while Lancer took

al nost five nonths and only returned the manuscript after two queri es.

Seeing that | was making no headway the conventional way, | tried an unconventional approach. |
believed in nmy novel, and felt that the assorted editors were denonstrating bad judgrment. |’ m not
partial to the judgnent of review ers, either, who sonetinmes strike me as failed witers |ooking
for failures in what others nanage to get pub- lished. But if the one type didn't appreciate mny
novel , maybe the other type would. | wote to the fan reviewer, Richard Del ap, and asked whet her
he would be willing to review ny novel unpublished. Flattered, he agreed, and | sent himthe
carbon. He did publish his review, in a fanzine, and the review was favorable. Delap found fault
with several of my published novels, but Hasan he really liked, and | don’t think this was because
of the circum stance. It was just his kind of novel. Meanwhile, Wl ker was in the process of
rejecting it, giving a progress report in tw nonths but returning it in four. That nmade twel ve
bounces.

Cane a letter fromTed Wiite. Now nmy relations with Wiite had been m xed, and | feared sonething
had sai d somewhere was setting himoff. But no, he had seen the review and wanted to see the
novel . The top copy wasn’t back from Wal ker yet, so | sent himthe carbon May 10, 1969. May 29
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cane his phone call: he was buying it for Fantastic Stories. He could only pay a penny a word, and
by his estimate that 87,000 word novel was only 70,000 words |ong, so that nmeant $700. No, he
wasn’t trying to cheat me; Ted White was on a tight budget and honestly didn’t know how to

cal cul ate wordage. Wien he ran the novel, in tw installnments, its full length nanifested, and
squeezed out part of his own editorial. | was so glad to get the sale, after a dozen rejections,
that | wasn’t about to qui bble about wordage. The novel was well received by the readers, and
remenber the entire matter with plea- sure. My persistence and innovative marketing, conbined with
Ri chard Delap’s willingness to give fair coverage to an unpublished manuscript, and Ted Wite's
acunen in seeking material conbined to put this novel in print and nmake a special kind of history,
and | don’t believe that any of us ever regretted this. | don't think any other novel has been
sold that way, before or since. Though | have ny differences with Ted Wite, | regard himas a
better witer than credited, and an excellent editor. | speak as one who has had sonme terrible
editing on occasion. As for Richard Delap, | still take issue with many of his reviews, but
somehow | don’t bear himthe malice | reserve for other reviewers.

Meanwhile | continued to try the book market, and picked up rejections from Pocket Books’ new
Trident im print and Macmillan. Then | had word fromny collabora- tor on two other novels,
Robert Margroff, that he had been to a convention and net the editor at Berkely, who was eager for
material. So | sent Hasan there-and in. just seventeen days had an acceptance. Berkely paid an ad-
vance of $1500 agai nst six percent royalties. That noney, conming as it did at the tinme sone others
were instituting a blacklist against me and when | had assuned the expense of noving to a |arger
house to acconmpbdate our expand- ing famly, in late 1969, was a godsend; it eased a finan- cia

bi nd. Thus Hasan hel ped ny finances as well as ny mnd. So now | had fourteen rejections and two
sal es. Then Berkely changed editors, and the new editor, in the manner of that kind, woul dn't
publ i sh what the ol d one had bought. Hasan was witten off-that is, they sinply never published
it. | kept the nmoney, but had no book publication

Enter fandom again. Both Richard Del ap and Ted Wiite had been basically creatures of fandom

t hough of course Ted had becone professional. Another fan, Robert Regi- nald, wote to ask nme for
bi ographi cal and bi bl i ographi cal information, as he was conpiling a book about genre authors. |
obl i ged, not expecting nuch; these projects conme and go and few anpbunt to anything spectacul ar

But this one was spectacular; in 1970 he published Stella Nova under the inprint ,Unicorn & Son“
and it was a phenom enal production, with information on several hundred genre witers. Later he
set up his own publishing house, Borgo Press, devoted mainly to a series of critical booklets on
genre authors. He expressed interest in Hasan, which he had read in the rmagazi ne version. So |
signed a contract with him and the novel had its third sale, and was pub- |lished in a nice snall-
press edition in 1977.

An editor at Dell read that edition and bought it for nass-market publication. That publisher had
rejected it, a decade before, but the change of editors can blow fair as well as foul. Fourth
sale. It was published in Decenmber 1979. Its success was not spectacular, and it was allowed to go
out of print. Then in 1984 Tor picked up nost of my out-of-print novels, Hasan included, for
republication un- der its inprint. Fifth sale. Wiich I think concludes the nost remarkable of ny
mar keti ng histories: fourteen bounces, five sales, and the first sale the result of a fanzine
revi ew of the unsold manuscript. The | esson here, | be- lieve, is never to give up hope. My
success, in this and in general, owes as nmuch to deternination as to talent.

There is a contenporary Bird Maiden. She is one of ny fantasy fans-1 happen to have a nunber of
these-who al so works with raptors. These are birds of prey: hawks and such. No, no rocs; there
don’t seemto be nmany of those around these days. She cares for the injured ones, and when they
recover, sends themback to the wild. Naturally |I dubbed her the Bird M den, and now she even
answers to that appelation. And, naturally, at the time | was shaping up this edition of Hasan
the Bird Mui den phoned. She was on her way fromthe Anerican M dwest to Europe, where birds really
are maidens, to study fan- tasy there. She didn't know I was working on this novel, and | forgot
to nention it; it really was coincidence, if you believe in that phenonenon. Wll, | hope she
finds her Hasan, too. O maybe a roc.

Do | plan to do nore Arabian N ghts Tal es adaptations? Originally | was open to that notion, but
somewhere in the course of the struggle to get Hasan into print nmy eagerness flagged. | believe
put just as nmuch effort into this novel as | do into those | generate fromscratch, and its
success has been less than those others. But those who like this type of story need not be
concerned; go to the library and check out one of the major translations nentioned here (don't
bother with the children’s versions) and start read- ing. It’'s good stuff.

file:/l/F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt (96 of 96) [7/2/03 1:51:13 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/(ebook)%20Anthony,%20Piers%20-%20Hasan.txt


