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Zohrastood at the edge of the dried-up hauz, her back to Khardan. Long ago, this hauz had held water for household
use. Now the pool was choked with sand blown into the courtyard.

Coming around to where he could see her face, Khardan saw that Zohra's attention was fixed upon a piece of
parchment she held firmly in both hands. The glint of sunlight on a metal blade showed him his dagger. It lay on the
edge of the hauz, and there was a pool of something dark—blood—near it.

Blood was dripping from awound in Zohra's left arm. She paid no heed to it, however. Her eyes were fixed upon the
parchment, and she was singing the song that wasn't a song in a voice that raised the hair on Khardan's head. Moving
to get alook at the parchment, the Calif saw that it was covered with marks, marks drawn in blood!

Awed, shaken, yet determined to stop her, Khardan stepped forward and reached out a hand. At that moment, Zohra's
voice ceased. Khardan stilled his movement, though it did not seem that she was aware of his presence. Her eyes, her
entire being was focused upon the parchment.

His hand stretched forth, shaking, and then fell limp at his side. The bloody marks upon the parchment had begun to
wriggle and writhe. Khardan caught his breath as he watched the marks craw! off the paper and drop one by one into
the pooal.

Suddenly, the Calif was ankle deep in water.
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Chapter 1

The desert burned beneath asummer sun that blazed in the sky like the eye of avengeful god. Beneath
that searing, withering stare, few things could survive. Thosethat did so kept out of the god'sfiery sight,
burrowing into their holes, skulking in their tents until the eye closed in night'sdeep.

Though it was early morning yet, the heat was aready radiating from the desert floor with an intengity that
made even the djinn, Fedj, fed asif he been skewered like shishlick and was being dowly roasted over
the coals of an eternd fire.

Fedj wandered disconsolately through the camp around the Tel—if camp it could be called. He knew he
should be in atendance upon his master, Sheykh Jaafar d Widjar, but given the Sheykh's humor these
days, the djinn would have preferred attending an imp of Sul. It had been the same every morning for the
past few months. The moment Fedj sprang from the ring upon his master's hand, it began.

Firg, the whining. Wringing hishands, Jesfar wailed.

"Of dl the children of Akhran, am | not the most unfortunate? | am cursed, cursed! My people taken
captive! Our homesin the hills destroyed! The sheep that are our lives scattered to the winds and the
wolves! My eldest daughter, the light of my old age, vanished!"

There was atime and not long ago, Fedj dways thought
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sourly at this point, when that daughter's disappearance would have been considered a blessing, not a curse, but the
djinn— not wanting to prolong the torture—always forbore mentioning that.

The whining and handwringing escalated into loud exhortation and breast-beating, silently punctuated by the inward
comments of the long-suffering djinn.

"Why have you done thisto me, Hazrat Akhran? 1, Jaafar a Widjar, have faithfully obeyed every one of your



commands without question!”

Without question, master? And I'm the son of a she-goat!

"Did | not bring my daughter, my precious jewel with the eyes of agazelle—"
And the disposition of a starving leopard!

"—to be wed to the son of my ancient enemy—may camels trod upon his head—Sheykh Mgjiid a Fakhar, and did |
not further bring my peopleto live around this cursed Tel by your command, and further, did we not reside herein
peace with our enemy as was your will, Hazrat Akhran, or would have lived in peace had not we been pushed beyond
provocation by the thieving Akar—"

Who, for some reason, took it into their heads to be outraged by the Hrana's " peaceful” stealing of Akar horses.

"And have we not suffered at the hands of our enemies? Our wives and children swept from our arms by the soldiers
of the Amir and held prisoner in the city! Our camp destroyed, the water in the oasis dwindling daily before our
eyes—"

Fedj rolled his eyes, sighing, and—knowing there was no help for it—entered the tent of his master, catching himin
mid-harangue.

"—and il you insist that we stay here, in this place where not even Sul could long live while we wait for some
accursed plant—whose brown and dried-up appendages are beginning to look as wasted as my own—to bloom? To
bloom? Roses will sprout from my chin sooner than they will from that sand-sucking cacti!" shouted Jaafar, shaking a
feeblefist at heaven.

The temptation to actualy summon forth blooms from the old man's grizzled chin was so acute that Fedj squirmed in an
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agony of torment. But now the exhorting and fist shaking had ceased. It was always followed by sniveling contrition
and groveling. Fedj tensed. He knew what was coming.

"Forgive me, Hazrat Akhran." Jaafar prostrated himself, nosefirst on the felt floor of histent. "It is only that your will
is harsh and difficult for us poor mortals to understand, and since it seems likely that we will all perish from the
harshness and the difficulty, | beg of you"—a beady eye, peering out from the folds of the haik, fixed itself intently
upon the djinn—"to release us from the vow and let us leave this accursed place and return to our flocksin the
foothills. ..."

Fedj shook his head.
The beady eye became pleading.
"I await your answer most humbly, Hazrat Akhran," Jaafar mumbled into the tent floor.

"The God has given you his answer," said Fedj in grim and dour tones. "Y ou are to remain camped at the Tdl, in peace
with your cousins, until the Rose of the Prophet blooms."

"It will bloom on our graves!" Jaafar beat hisfists into the ground.
"If so, then so beit. All praise to the wisdom of Akhran."

"All praise to the wisdom of Akhran!" Jaafar mimicked. Leaping to his scrawny legs, he made a pounce at the djinn. "I
want to hear from Akhran himself, not from one of his messengers who has afull belly while | starve! Go find the God.
Bring him to me! And don't come back until you do!"

With ameek salaam, Fedj took his leave. At least this command was a change and gave the djinn something to do,
plus leave to be gone along time doing it. Standing outside the charred and tattered remnants of what had once been a
large and comfortable dwelling place, Fedj could hear Jaafar raving and cursing in a manner that would have done his
wild daughter credit. Fedj stole a glance across the desert, on the opposite side of the Tel, where stood the tent of
Majiid al Fakhar, Jaafar's old enemy. The sides of Jaafar's tent heaved and quivered with the old man's anger like a
living, breathing entity. By contrast, Majiid's tent seemed a husk whose life juices had been sucked dry.

Fedj thought back to the time, only months before, when it had been the giant Majiid—proud of his people and his
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warrior son—who had thundered his rage to the dunes. Now Majiid's people were imprisoned in Kich; hiswarrior son
was at best dead, at worst a craven coward skulking about in the desert. The giant was a broken man who rarely came
forth from histent.

More than once Fedj wished he had not been so quick to carry to his master his sighting of Khardan, eldest son of
Majiid and Calif of the Akar, dinking away from the battle of the Tel, hiding from the soldiers in the rose-colored silk of
awoman's chador. Certainly if he had foreseen the wreckage of spirits and valor that would follow after—far worse
than any damage done by the Amir's soldiers—the djinn would have peppered his tongue with fire ants and
swallowed it before he spoke.

Wholly dispirited, Fedj wandered aimlessly in the desert, soon leaving the Tel far behind. The djinn might have acted
on his master's order and gone out to search for Akhran, but Fedj knew that the Wandering God could be found only
when he wanted to be found, and in that instance, Fedj would not have to look very far or very hard. But Akhran had
not made himself visible for months. Fedj knew that something was going on in the heavenly plane. Just what, he
didn't know and couldn't guess. The tension hung in the air like a circling vulture, casting the shadow of its black
wings over every act. It was extremely unfair of Jaafar to accuse the djinn of feasting while his master starved. Fedj
hadn't dined well in weeks.

Drifting through the ethers, far from camp, absorbed in gloomy thoughts and forebodings, the djinn was jolted out of
his grim contemplations by the sight of unusual activity on the desert floor beneath him. A sparse scattering of tents
had sprouted during the night where the djinn could have sworn there had been no tents yesterday. It took him only a
moment to realize where he had traveled. He was at the southern well that marked the boundary of Akar land. And
there, camped around the well, using Mgjiid's water, was another old enemy— Sheykh Zeid!

Thinking that this encroachment upon Majiid's precious water might bring the dispirited Sheykh back to life, the djinn
was just considering how he should impart the news to one

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN

7

who was not his master and, moreover, an enemy, when he caught sight of aform coaescing intheair in front of him.
"Raja?" questioned Fedj warily, his hand straying to the hilt of the huge saber at his side.

The heavily muscled, dusky-skinned body of Sheykh Zeid's djinn, also with hand on sword hilt, shimmered before Fed
in waves of heat rising from the sand.

"Fedj?" queried the other djinn, floating nearer.

"It is Fedj, as you well know, unless your sight has taken the same path as your wits and fled!" Fedj said angrily.
"That water you drink isfrom the well of Sheykh Mgjiid! Y our master is, of course, aware that al who drink that water
without the Sheykh's permission soon find their thirst quenched by drinking their own blood."

"My master drinks where he will, and those who try to stop him will end their daysfilling the bellies of jackalsl" Raja
growled.

Scimitars flared yellow in the sun, gold flashed from earrings and arm bracelets, sweat glistened on bare chests asthe
djinn crouched in the air, watching, waiting. . . .

Then suddenly, Rgja hurled his scimitar from him with a bitter curse. It went spiraling, unheeded, down through the
sky to land with athud, carving a sword-shaped ravine in the Pagrah desert that remains a mystery to all who seeit to
this day.

"Slay mewhere| stand!" shouted Raja. Tears streamed down his face. Spreading wide his arms, he thrust forth his
dark-skinned chest. "Kill me now, Fedj. | will lift no hand to stop you!"

Though the effectiveness of this display was somewhat blunted by the fact that the djinn was immortal and Fedj might
run his scimitar through Raja a thousand times without doing him any harm, it was a noble gesture and one that
touched Fedj to the core of his soul.

"My friend, what does this mean?' Fedj cried aghast, lowering hisweapon and approaching Raja, not without a certain



degree of caution. Like his master, Zeid, the warrior djinn Rgjawas a cunning old dog who might still have atooth or
two leftin his head.

But as he drew nearer, Fedj saw that Rgjawastruly little
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more than awhipped pup. The husky djinn's despair was so obvious and real mat Fedj sheathed his weapon and
immediately put his arm comfortingly around the massive, heaving shoulders.

"My friend, do not carry on so!" said Fedj, distressed by the sight of this grief. "Matters cannot be this bad!"

"Oh, can't they?' cried Rajafiercely, shaking his head until his huge, golden earrings jangled against hisjaw. "Tell
Sheykh Mgjiid that Zeid is stealing his water! Bring him to fight, as would have happened in past months, and he will
have the very great satisfaction of watching my master slink on his belly back into the desert where he will shrivel up
and dielikealizard!"

Fedj could easily have sworn that he would do just that. He could have gloated over Zeid's downfall and glorified
Majiid to the skies. But he chose not to. Raja’s pitiable plight was deeply akin to his own, and Fedj guessed that Raja
must know something of the true circumstances of his enemies, or he would not have revealed such weakness, no
matter what his own inner turmoil.

The djinn heaved a sigh that shifted the location of several sand dunes.

"Alas, friend Raja. | will not hide from you that Sheykh Magjiid would not raise his voice in anger if your master came
into histent and gouged out his eyes. And my Sheykh has taken to cursing the God, which does no one any good
since we all know that the ears of Hazrat Akhran are stuffed with sand these days."

Rajalifted agrim face. "So it is true, what we have heard—that Mgjiid and Jaafar are in a situation amost as desperate
as our own?"

"Almost!" said Fedj, suddenly indignant. "No situation can possibly be more desperate than the one in which we find
ourselves. We have taken to eating the camp dogs!"

"Isthat so?' said Raja, with growing anger. "Well, camp dog would seem atreat to us! We have taken to eating
snake!"

"We ate the last camp dog yesterday, and since we have devoured every snake in the desert, we shall soon be forced
to eat—"
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The air was split by what to a mortal would have appeared to be a tremendous bolt of lightning streaking from heaven
to the ground below. The two djinn, however, saw flailing arms and legs and heard an explosive curse boom in avoice
of thunder. Recognizing one of their own, both djinn swallowed their words (more nourishing than either snake or dog)
and immediately accosted the singed and smoking stranger who lay on his back, breathing heavily, at the bottom of a
dune.

"Arise and declare yourself. Name your master and tell us what heis doing in the lands of the Akar and the Aran!"
demanded Rgjaand Fedj.

Undaunted, the strange djinn rose to his feet, his own sword in his hand. Noting the richness of this djinn's clothing,
the jewel-encrusted weapon he bore, and his air of superiority that was not put on as one puts on a caftan, but was
inborn, both Fedj and Raja exchanged uneasy glances.

"My master's nameis not important to the likes of you here on this plane,”" stated the djinn coolly.

"Y ou serve one of the Elders?"' asked Fed] in subdued tones, while Rgja instantly made the salaam.

"l do!" said the djinn, glaring at them severely. "And | would ask why two such able-bodied men as yourselves are
skulking about down here below when there is work to be done above?"

"Work? What do you mean?' said Raja, bristling. "We skulk down here below in service to our masters—"

"—when thereisawar in heaven?"



"Warl" Bom djinn stared at the stranger.

"The plane of the immortals has erupted in fire," said the strange djinn grimly. "By some means, the Lost Immortals
were discovered and freed from their imprisonment. The Goddess Evren and her counterpart, the God Zhakrin, have
also come back to life and both accuse Quar of attempting to destroy them! Some of the Gods support Quar, others
attack him. Wefight for our very existence! Have you heard nothing of this?’

"No, nothing, by Akhran!" swore Fed;.
Raja shook his head, his earrings clashing discordantly.

"It is not to be wondered, | suppose,” reflected the
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stranger, "considering the chaos up there. But now that you know, thereisno timeto belost. Y ou must
come! We need every sword. Quar's 'efreet Kaug growsin strength moment by moment!”

"But if dl immortasleave the morta redm, what dreadful thingswill happen down here?!

"Better that man if theimmorta redlm collgpses,” said the stranger. "For that will mean theend of all.”
"I must tell my master,” said Fedj, hisbrow knitting.

"Asmugt |," stated Rgja.

"And then wewill joinyou."

The strange djinn nodded and legpt back into the heavens, creating a gigantic whirlwind that swept the
sand into abillowing cloud. Exchanging grim glances, Fedj and Rgja both disappeared, their going
marked by two smultaneous explosonsthat blasted holesin the granite and sent concussive waves
throughout the Pagrah desert.

Chapter 2

Thelookout ran wildly across the desert sand, often sstumbling, faling, picking himsalf back up and
running again. As heran, he shouted, and soon every man remaining in the decimated tribes of Sheykhs
Jaafar and Mgjiid had | ft the shelter of their tents and was watching me lookout's approach with tense
interest. He was an Akar, amember of Sheykh Mgjiid'stribe, and he was on foot rather than horseback.
The few horses remai ning—those who had been found wandering in the desert after being cut loose by
the soldiers of the Amir—uwere considered more preciousthan dl the jewelsin a Sultan's treasury and
wererarely ridden.

One of these horseswas Mgjiid's own, the story being told that after the stalion's master had fdlenin
battle, the gallant horse stood guard above the body of hisrider, fighting off the soldierswith vicious,
dashing hooves. Ancther of the horses remaining was Khardan's. No man could get near him. Any who
tried were warned away with aflattening of the ears and bared teeth and alow rumbling sound in the
massive chest of the black charger. But Khardan's horse remained near camp, often seen at dusk or at
twilight, aghostly black shadow among the dunes. The fanciful claimed this meant that Khardan was
dead, his spirit had entered the horse, and
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he was guarding his people. The practical said that the stallion would never wander far from his mares.

The lookout stumbled into camp. He was met with a girba filled with tepid water, which he drank thirstily but
sparingly, being careful not to waste a drop. Then he approached Majiid's silent tent. The flap was closed, asign that
the Sheykh was not to be disturbed. It had been closed almost continuously since word came of Khardan's disgrace
and his father had broken his son's sword and declared him dead.

"My Sheykh," cried the man. "I bear tidings."
There was no reply.

The lookout glanced around uncertainly, and several of the other men motioned him forward, urging him with gestures
to continue.

"Effendi," continued the lookout desperately, "Sheykh Zeid and his people are camped around the southern well!"

A low murmur, like wind among the sands, ran through the Akar. The Hrana, led by Sheykh Jaafar who had come out
of histent to see what was transpiring, glanced at each other wordlessly. Thiswas war. Surely, if there was one thing
that could rouse Majiid from his grief, it would be this unwarranted invasion of his territory by his ancient enemy.

The mutterings of the Akar swelled to angered talk of defiance, accented by loud calls for their Sheykh, and at length
the tent flap opened.

Silence descended so abruptly, it seemed the men must have had the breath sucked from their throats. Those who had
not seen Majiid in some time averted their heads, tears welling up in their eyes. The man had aged a decade, it seemed,
for every month that had passed since the raid upon the Tel. The tall, strong frame was bent and stooped. The sharp,
fierce gaze of the black eyes was bleary and lackluster. The bristling mustaches drooped beneath the hawk nose that
was now as white and wasted as bare bone.

But Majiid was Sheykh still, respected leader of histribe. The lookout fell to his knees, out of either reverence or
exhaustion, while several of the aksakal, tribal elders, stepped forward to discuss this news.

Majiid cut their words off with aweary movement of his hand. "Do nothing."
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Nothing! The aksakal stared at each other, the men of the Akar glowered, and Jaafar frowned, shaking his head.
Hearing the unspoken defiance, Mgjiid glared round at them, the dark eyes flashing with sudden fire.

"Would you fight, fools?' he sneered. "How?' He gestured toward the oasis. "Where are the horses to carry you to
battle? Where is the water for your girba? Will you fight Zeid with swords that are broken?'

"Yes!" cried one man passionately. "If my Sheykh willsit!"
"Yes! Yes!" shouted the others.

Majiid lowered his head. The lookout remained on his knees, staring up at him pleadingly, and it seemed for amoment
that the Sheykh would say something more. His mouth moved, but no words came out. With another weary, hopeless
gesture of awasted hand, Majiid turned back to histent.

"Wait!" called Sheykh Jaafar, striding forward on his short, bandy legs, his robes flowing about him. "I say we bid
Zeid come speak with us."

The lookout gaped. Majiid glared, hislips meeting his beaky nose in a scowl. "Why not invite the Amir aswell.
Hrana?' he snarled. "Exhibit our wesakness to the world!"

"The world knows already," snapped Jaafar. "What's the matter, Akar? Did your brains leave with your horses? If Zeid
was strong, would he skulk about the southern well? Wouldn't he comeriding in here to take this oasis, which all know
isthe richest in the Pagrah? Tell us what you have seen." Jaafar turned to the lookout. " Describe the camp of our
cousin."

"It isnot large, Effendi," said the lookout, speaking to Majiid, though he answered Jaafar. "They have hardly any
camels. Thetents of our cousins are few in number and are put up halfheartedly, straggling about the desert floor like
men drunk on qumiz."



"See? Zeid isasweak aswe arel”

"Itisatrick," Mgjiid said heavily.

Jaafar snorted. "For what purpose? | say Zeid has arrived for this very reason—to talk to us. We should talk to him!"
"What about?"
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The wordsfell from Mgjiid's lips as meat falls from the hand of a man baiting atrap. All there knew it, including Jaafar,
and no one spoke, moved, or even breathed, waiting to seeif he would nibble at it.

Jaefar did more than that. He calmly swallowed it whole.
"Surrender,” the old man answered.

"One by one," said Sheykh Zeid, "the southern cities of Bas have fallen in the jihad. The Amir isaskilled general, as|
have said before, who weakens his enemy from within and hits them with the force of a thunderbolt from without.
Those who surrender to Quar are treated with mercy. Only their priests and priestesses are put to the sword. But those
who defy ..." Zeid sighed, hisfingers aimlessly plucking at the hem of hisrobe as he sat cross-legged on the frayed
cushions in Sheykh Jaafar's tent.

"Well," prodded Jaafar. "Those who defy?"
"In Bastine," Zeid said in low tones, his eyes cast down, "five thousand died! Man, woman, and child!"
"Akhran forbid it!" Jaafar cried, shocked.

Majiid stirred. "What did you expect?' he asked harshly, the first time he had spoken since Zeid had ridden into camp.
The three men sat together, sharing ameager dinner that only two of them made even a pretense of eating. "The Amir
means to make Quar the One, True God. And perhaps he deservesit."

"The djinn say thereisawar in heaven, aswell asdown here," offered Jaafar. "At least that is what Fedj told me before
he vanished three days ago."

"That iswhat Rajatold me aswell," Zeid agreed morosely. "And if that istrue, then | fear Hazrat Akhran isbeing
hard-pressed. Not even the sirocco to plague us this year. Our God lacks spirit." Sighing, the Sheykh shoved his food
dish aside; its scant contents were instantly snatched up and devoured by what few servants Jaafar had remaining.

Majiid seemed not to hear the sigh. Jaafar did, and gave Zeid a piercing glance but said nothing, it being considered
impolite to interrogate a guest.

The conversation turned to the dark events of the tribe.
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Zeid's people had fared much the same as the rest of the desert nomads in the battle with the Amir.

"All the women and children and most of my young men, including six of my sons, are being held captive in the city of
Kich," said the Sheykh, whose clothes hung loosely on a body that had formerly been rotund. "My men eat their
hearts out with worry, and | will not hide that | have lost more than afew—gone to the city to be with their families.
And who can blame them? Our camels were captured by the Amir and now serve hisarmy. | note that your horses are
few. Your sheep?' He turned to Jaafar.

"Butchered," the little man said, eyes rimmed red with grief and anger. "Oh, some survived, those that we were able to
hide from the soldiers. But not nearly enough. What | don't understand is why the Amir didn't just butcher al of usas
wel!"

"He wants living souls for Quar," said Zeid dryly. "Or at least he did. Now, from what | hear, that's changed. And not
with Qannadi's wish or approval, if rumor be true. The Imam, this Feisal, isthe one who has ordered that all who are
conquered either convert or die."



"Humpf!" Majiid sneered skeptically.

Zeid shook his head. "Qannadi isamilitary man. He does not relish murder. | am told that he refused to give the order
for histroopsto kill innocent people in Bastine and that the Imam's priests were forced to do it themselves. | heard also
that some of the soldiers rebelled against the slaughter, and that now the Imam has an army of fanatical followers of
his own who obey him without question. It is said, Mgjiid," Zeid chose his words carefully and kept his eyeslowered,
"that your son, Achmed, is very close to Qannadi."

"I have no son," said Mgjiid tonelesdly.

Zeid glanced at Jaafar, who shrugged. The Hrana Sheykh was not particularly interested in this. He knew Zeid was
purposefully withholding bad news and wished impatiently he would spit it out.

"Then it istrue that Khardan is dead?" asked Zeid, treading more cautioudly till. "I extend my sympathies. May he
ride forever with Akhran who, it seems, may have taken him specifically to be at his side in the heavenly war." The
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Sheykh paused, expecting areply to what everyone in the tent knew was a politefiction. Zeid had
heard—as he heard everything—the story of Khardan's disappearance, and had circumstances been less
dire and he not been aguest in the camp, the Sheykh would have taken grim delight in pricking the flesh
of hisenemy with gossip's poisoned dagger. But with amuch larger sword at their throats, there was no
sensein mat now.

Magjiid said nothing. Hisface, so heavily lined it might have been scarred by the dashing strokes of a
sabre, remained unchanged. But it seemed from the glitter in his eyes mat he was listening, and so Zeid
continued, though whether he was spreading balm on awound or rubbing sdt into it, he had no idea.

"But itis Achmed of whom | have heard reports. Y our second son, it seems, though captured with the
others, now rideswith the armies of the Amir. Achmed has become avaiant warrior, | hear, whose
deeds have won the respect and admiration of those with whom he rides—those who were once his
enemies. They say he saved Qannadi's life when die genera's horse was killed benegth him and the Amir
was | eft on foot, surrounded by the Bastinites who were fighting like ten thousand devils. Qannadi had
become separated from his bodyguard in the confusion, and only Achmed remained, Sitting hishorsewith
the skill for which the Akar are famous, fighting single-handedly all attackers until the Amir could mount
up behind him and the guard was able to break through and rescue mem. Qannadi made Achmed a
Captain, agreat thing for one only eighteen.”

"Captaininanamy of kafir!" Mgjiid shouted, bursting out with such pent-up rage that the servants
dropped the food bowls they had been licking and cowered back into the shadows of the tent. "Better he
were dead!" he thundered. "Better we al were dead!"

Jaefar's eyes opened wide at such blasphemy, and he ingtantly made the sign against evil, not once but
severa timesover. Zeid madeit, too, but more dowly, and as hislips parted reluctantly to spesk, Jaafar
knew his cousin was going to impart the news that had been resting so heavily upon his heart.
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"I have one other piece of news. Indeed, it wasin the hope—or fear—of relaing it to you that | cameto
camp at the southern well.”

"Out withit!" Jeafar said impatiently.



"In amonth'stime me army of the Amir returnsto Kich. The Imam has decreed mat we must come into
the city and reside therein the future, and furthermore that we give our alegiance to Quar or—" Zeid

paused.
"Or what?' Mgjiid demanded grimly, irritated at the Sheykh's dramétics.

"In one month'stime, our people will die.”

Chapter 3

Kneding beside the hauz, Meryem threw the goatskin girba into the public water pool with anirritable
gesture that sent the water splashing and brought adisdainful glare of disapprova from awedthy man
watering his donkey near her. Hicking imagined drops from the fabric of hisfine robes, he trotted off
toward the souk with muttered curses.

Meryem ignored him. Though her bag wasfilled, she lingered by the hauz, indolently dabbling her handin
the water, watching the passersby and basking in the obvious admiration of two palace guards who
happened to be sauntering through this part of the city of Kich. They did not recogni ze her—one reason
shewas usng this hauz located at the far end of town instead of the one near the palace—for which
Meryem was thankful. Last week severd of the Amir's concubines and their eunuch, visiting the bazaars,
had seen her and recognized her. Of course they had not given her away. They knew shewas doing
some sort of secretive work for Y amina, wife of the Amir and ruler of Kich in her husbhand's absence.
But Meryem heard their giggles. The veils covering their faces could not cover their smiles of derision.
The eunuch had smirked al over hisfat body and, under the excuse of pretending to assist her, had the
effrontery to lean down and whisper, "I understand the dirt of
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manud labor, once ground into your pores, never washes out. Y ou might, however, try lemon juice on
your hands, my dear.”

Lemon juice! To adaughter of the Emperor!

Meryem had dapped the man who was no longer aman, causing one matronly woman to come fluttering
to her aid, waving her hands and shouting at the eunuch to be off and leave decent women aone. Of
course this brought only more laughter from the concubines and an affected stare of offended dignity from
the eunuch, who flounced off to regdle his charges with his cleverness.

Since then Meryem traveled far out of her way each day to fetch water. When Badia questioned the girl
about the unusua amount of time she wastaking in her task, Meryem said only that she had been
harassed by soldiers of the Amir. Badia, mindful of Meryem's supposed history as the wretched daughter
of amurdered Sultan, said nothing moreto the girl. Meryem gnashed her teeth and plotted revenge. The
eunuch especidly. She had sometiiing very specid planned for him.

But that was in the future—afuture that held for her . . . what? Once she had thought she knew. The
future held Khardan, she held Khardan. Khardan was to be Amir of Kich and she hisfavorite wife, ruler
of hisharem. That had been her dearest dream only months before when she was living in the nomad
camp and saw Khardan every day and yearned after him every night. One of the hundreds of daughters
of an Emperor who did not even know her name, given as agift to the Emperor'sfavorite genera, Abul



Qasm Qannadi, Meryem was accustomed to giving hersalf to men without pleasure. But in Khardan she
had discovered a man she wanted, aman who gave her pleasure, or at least so she dreamed, having
been thwarted in her attempts to bring Khardan to her bed—a circumstance that had added red-hot
codsto her dready raging fire.

But the Amir's attack on the nomad camp had wreaked havoc on hundreds, not the least of which was
Meryem. At first it seemed idedlly suited to her plans. She had given Khardan a charm that caused him to
fdl into adeathlike deep in the midst of battle. Spiriting him away, she had intended to bring him to Kich,
where she planned to have him dl to
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herself and gradually lead him—through ways in which she was highly skilled—to help her overthrow the Amir. But
mat red-haired madman and the black-eyed witch-wife of the Calif had literally knocked Meryem's plansright out of her
head. They had taken Khardan away, somewhere beyond Meryem's magical sight. Now she was back among the
nomads, pretending to be captive as they were captive in the city of Kich, living a dreary life of drudgery and tail, and
spending each night looking into her scrying bowl, hoping to see Khardan.

She no longer burned with lust when she spoke his name, however. Without his physical presence to fan the flames,
the fire of her passion had long since cooled, as had her ambition. The only emotion she felt now upon speaking his
name softly when she looked into the bow! of enchanted water was fear.

Know this, my child. If | hear his name on the tongue of another before | hear it on yours, | will have that tongue torn
from your mouth.

Thus had spoken Feisal, the Imam.

Staring into the water of the hauz, Meryem heard those words again and shuddered so violently that ripples of water
spread from her shaking hand. It was aseur, after sunset, nearing evening. She could hear the sounds of the bazaars
closing for the night—the merchants stowing wares away, endeavoring to politely hurry the last few straggling
shoppers before slamming shut their stalls. Badia and the others would be waiting for her; the water was needed for
cooking dinner, atask with which she would be expected to help. Sighing bitterly, Meryem hefted the dlippery
goatskin and began to lug it back through the crowded, narrow streets of Kich to the hovel in which the nomads lived
by the grace of the Amir.

She looked at her hands and wondered if what the eunuch had said was true. Would the filth and dirt ever wash out?
Would the hard spots on fingers and palms fade away? If not, what man would want her?

"This night, | will see Khardan!" Meryem muttered to herself beneath her breath. "1 will leave this place and, with

Feisal's reward, return to the palace!"

* % %
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The house was dark and silent. The six women and their numerous small children who were crowded into the tiny
dwelling were wrapped in their blankets, asleep. Squatting on the floor, hunched over abowl of water that she held in
her 1ap between her crossed legs, Meryem sat with her back to the others, the folds of her robes carefully concealing
her work. Occasionaly, in amurmuring voice, the girl would speak a prayer to Akhran, the God of these wretched
nomads. Should any of the women waken, they would see and hear Meryem bowed in pious prayer.

In reality, she was working magic. The water in the bowl was black with the shadows of night. If the moon shone, no
ray of itslight could penetrate for there were no windows in die buildings that piled up on top of each other like toys
thrown down by a child in atantrum. There was only a door, carved into the baked clay, mat stood aways open during
me day and was covered by awoven cloth at night. Meryem did not need light, however.

Closing her eyes, she whispered—between the tossed-off empty prayersto Akhran—arcane words, interspersed at
the proper intervals with the name of Khardan. When she had recited the spell three times, taking care to speak each
word clearly and properly, Meryem stared into the bowl, holding her breath so as not to disturb the water.



The vision came to her, the same that came every night, and Meryem began to curse in her heart when suddenly she
halted. The vision was changing!

There was the kavir—a salt desert, glittering harshly in the blazing sunlight. And there was that incredibly blue body
of water whose gentle waves washed up on the white sand shore. Often she had seen this sight and tried to look
beyond, for she knew in her heart that Khardan was here, somewhere. But always before, just when it seemed she
would see him, adark cloud had fallen before her vision. Now, however, no cloud marred her sight. Watching intently,
her heart beating so she feared its thudding must waken the slumbering women, Meryem saw a boat sailing over the
blue water to land upon the salt shore. She saw aman ... the red-haired madman, it was, curse him! step from the boat.
She saw three djinn, a
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little dried-up weasel of a man and one other, dressed in strange armor. . . .
Yes! Khardan!

Meryem shivered in excitement. He and the red-haired madman were helping to lift someone else from the floor of the
boat. It was Zohra, Khardan's wife. Meryem prayed to Quar it was Zohra's corpse they were handling with such
gentleness, but she dare not spare time to find out. Her hands trembling with eager delight, she quietly rose to her feet,
dumped the water onto the dirt floor, and—wrapping her veil closely about her face—dlipped out into the empty
streets. Glancing around, to make certain she was alone, Meryem reached into the bosom of her robes. She drew forth
acrystal of black tourmaline, carved in the shape of atriangle, that hung around her neck on asilver chain.

Lifting the gem to the heavens, Meryem whispered, "Kaug, minion of Quar, | have need of your service. Take me, with
the speed of the wind, to the city of Bastine. | must speak to the Imam."

Chapter 4

Achmed climbed the seemingly endless marble stairs that led to the Temple of Quar in the captive city of Bastine.
Formerly the Temple of the God Uevin in the free capital of the land of Bas, Quar's usurped place of worship was—to
Achmed's eyes—extremely ugly. Massive, many-columned, composed of sharp angles and squared corners, the
Temple lacked the grace and delicate loveliness of the spires and minarets and latticework that adorned Quar's Temple
in Kich. The Imam, too, detested the Temple and would have had it torn down on the spot, but Qannadi intervened.

"The people of Bastine have been forced to stomach enough bitter medicine—"
"For the good of their souls," Feisal interposed piously.

"Of course," returned the Amir, and if there was atwist to the corner of his mouth, he was careful that only Achmed
saw it. "But let us cure the patient, not poison him, Imam. | do not have the manpower to put down arebellion. When
the reinforcements from the Emperor arrive in a month's time, then you may tear down the Temple."

Feisal glowered; his black eyesin the sunken hollows of hiswasted face blazed with his anger, but he could say
nothing. By making the matter of the Temple's destruction amilitary one, Qannadi had snatched it neatly out of the
priest's
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hands. Though areligious man, the Emperor of Tara-kan was also avery practical man who was enjoying the wealth of
the newly acquired territory of Bas. What's more, the Emperor trusted and admired his general, Abul Qasim Qannadi,
implicitly. Should Feisal choose to appeal the Amir's decision, the Imam would receive no support from his Emperor,
and that was the priest's final authority here on earth.

Asfor appedling it to the Highest Authority? If Feisal had been praying to Quar for an enemy arrow to embed itself in
the Amir's chest, no one knew of it but the Imam and the God. And apparently the God, too, was satisfied with the
work Qannadi was performing in His Holy Name, for the only time the Amir had been in serious danger during the
entire campaign, the young man Achmed had been there to rescue him. The Imam had publicly offered thanks to Quar
for this heroic feat, but both priest and God must have found it ironic that afollower of Akhran (albeit former follower)



had been instrumental in saving Qannadi's life.

Pausing upon the fifth landing in the long line of stairs leading up to the Temple, Achmed turned to look at the crowd
of people waiting patiently in the heat of late morning to hold audience with the Imam. The young man wondered at
Qannadi's decision. There were no signs of rebellion that he could see, asin former cities they had captured. There
were no threatening slogans scrawled on the wallsin the night, no defacing of Quar's atars, no mysterious fires
started in abandoned buildings. Despite the fact that her soldiers had fought a bitter and bloody battle and lost, the
city of Bastine appeared only too pleased to be under the rulership of the Emperor and his God. Undoubtedly the
immediate reopening of trade routes between Tara-kan and Bastine and the subsequent flow of wealth into the city
had something to do with it, as did the other blessings of Quar that were being showered upon the heads of those who
converted to him.

That was the honey the people of Bastine fed upon now. The bitter herb they had been forced to swallow was the
daughter of five thousand neighbors, friends, relatives. Aslong as he slept the dream-troubled sleep of the living,
Achmed would remember that awful day. And he knew that no onein
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this city would ever forget it either. But were these people ruled by fear? The young man looked at the lines of
supplicants and shook his head. Climbing the remaining three flights of stairs, he exchanged greetings with the Amir's
guards posted there and, entering through a side door, walked into the cool, shadowy confines of the Temple.

Seated upon his throne of carved saksaul wood that had been carted the length and breadth of the land of Bas, the
Imam was holding his daily divan. Behind him, mounted upon a dais, the golden ram's head of Quar gleamed in the
light of a perpetual flame that burned at its base. Smoke drifted up in lazy spirals, and athough the fresco-decorated
ceiling was high above them, the odor of incense in the closed confines of the Temple audience chamber was heady
and overpowering. Feisal's newly formed sol dier-priests were stationed at the main entrance to the audience chamber,
keeping the crowds of supplicantsin order, permitting each to advance only when the Imam gave the sign.

Although Achmed kept himself invisible in the shadows, he had the uncanny impression that Feisal knew he was here;
he could even swear that when he looked away, the burning black eyes fixed their intense, soul-searing gaze upon him.
But whenever Achmed confronted the priest, the Imam's attention seemed centered solely upon the supplicant
knedling before him.

What fascination draws me here? Achmed could not say, and every day when he left, he vowed he would not return.
Y et the next day found him climbing the stairs, slipping in through the side door so regularly that the guards had
become accustomed to his visitations and no longer even raised their eyebrows at each other when Achmed walked
past.

The young soldier took up his usual position, leaning against a cracked pillar near the side door; a position where he
could see and hear, yet remain unseen and unheard; a position that was generally isolated. Today, however, Achmed
was startled to find someone el se standing near his pillar. His eyes growing accustomed to the darkness after the glare
of the sun outside, the young man saw who it was, and the blood mounted into his face. Bowing, he was about to
withdraw, but Qannadi motioned him near.
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"So thisiswhere you spend your mornings when you should be out drilling with the cavdry.” The Amir
spoke softly, though the chattering and praying and occasiona arguments among the waiting supplicants
was such that it was unlikely he could have been overheard if he had shouted.

Achmed sought to reply, but histongue seemed swollen and incapable of producing coherent sounds.
Noting the young man's discomfiture, Qannadi smiled the wry smile that was little more than a degpening
of the lines on one side of the thin-lipped mouth. Achmed moved to stand beside the generd.

"Areyou angry, Sr? The cavary isdoing wel without

- i



me—

"No, I'm not angry. The men have learned dl that you have taught them. | drill them only to keep them
aert and ready for"—the Amir paused and glanced at Achmed through shrewd eyes surrounded by a
maze of wrinkles—"for whatever may come next."

Now it was Qannadi who flushed, the color degpening in his sunburned skin. The genera knew that the
next battle might be againgt die boy's people—Achmed's people. His gaze shifted from Achmed to the
Imam. Thiswas a subject neither discussed, though it was dways there, following them as carrion birds
follow anarmy.

The Amir heard the buckles attached to the young man's leather armor jingle as he shifted restlesdly.

"Why don't you let the Imam tear down thisugly place, Sr?* Achmed said in an undertone, hisvoice
covered by the shrill arguments of two men accusing each other of cheating in the sale of adonkey.
"Thereisno hint of rebdlion in mistown. Look, look at that!"

The young soldier nodded his head in the direction of the two men. Quar only knew how, Qannadi
thought in grudging admiration, but Feisal had settled the argument to the satisfaction of each, apparently,
to judge by their smiles asthey I€ft the presence of the priest.

"These people worship him!"

"Think about what you said, my son, and you will understand,” replied the Amir asthe Imam, seeted on
histhrone, raised afrail hand in Quar's blessing.

"You areright, of course,” Qannadi continued. "Feisal
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could tear the city down around their heads, stone by stone, and the citizenswould cry their thanksto
him. With hiswords, he turned murder into a benediction. They praised him as he butchered their friends,
their neighbors, ther relatives. Praised him for saving the souls of the unworthy! Do they line up to bring
their problemsto meto judge? Am | not Governor of thiswretched city, proclaimed so by the Emperor?
No, they bring their dealings with donkeys, and their quarrelswith their wives, and their disputes with
their neighborsto him."

"And would you haveit any other way, Sr?' Achmed asked gently.

Qannadi cast him asharp glance. "No," he admitted, after amoment. "1 am asoldier. I've never been
anything else, nor do | pretend to be. No one will be more grateful than | when the Emperor's regent
comesto take over this city and we can return to Kich. But in the meantime, | must make certain that |
have acity to turn over to him."

Achmed's eyes opened wide. " Surely the Imam would not—" He hesitated to speak. The thought alone
was dangerous enough.

Qannadi spokeit. " —defy the Emperor?* The Amir

shrugged. "Quar's power in heaven grows. So do the number of the Imam'sfollowers. If Feisa choseto
do so, he could split my army today, and he knowsit. But it would be only a split. He could not gain the
loyaty of the entire force. Not yet. Maybe in ayear, maybe two. Therewill be nothing | can do to stop



him. And when mat day comes, Feisa will march triumphant into the capital city of Khandar with millions
of fanatics behind him. No, if | were the Emperor, | would not sit easy on my throne. Why, boy, what's
the matter?'

Achmed's face was pae, ghostly in the shadowy darkness. "And you?' he said, hisvoice cracking.
"What will— He wouldn't commit—"

"Murder? In the name of Quar? Haven't we seen that done aready?' Qannadi laid acomforting hand on
the young man's trembling shoulder. "Do not fear. This old dog knows enough not to take mest from
Feisd'shand.”

That much was true—a simple precaution. Qannadi never ate or drank anything that had not been tasted
first by some
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man paid well enough to risk poisoning. But aknife thrust from behind—that, no one can fight. And it
would surely be the work of alone fanatic. No one would appear more shocked at an nation than
Feisd himsdf.

"Thereisno dishonor in retreating from afight with God,” Qannadi continued, lying to put to rest the
boy'sfears. "When the day comesthat | seel am defeated, | will pack my khurjin and ride away.
Perhaps | will go north, back to the land of the Great Steppes. They will soon have need of soldiers—"

"Y ou would go aone?" Achmed asked, hisheart in hiseyes.

Yes, boy. God willing, | will go done. "Not if there are those who would bear the hardships with me,”
Qannadi replied. Seeing Achmed's pleasure, atrue smile, adeep smile, warmed the Amir's dark
expression. But it lasted only briefly and then disappeared, the sun shining for an ingtant before the storm
clouds banished itsrays. "'In many ways, | look forward to that, to the freedom, to being rid of the
respongbility,” he said with asoft Sigh. "But mat time will belong in coming, | fear. Long for al of us"
And bitter, he added, but once again only to himself.

Doesthe boy know the horror he faces? Does he truly comprehend the threat to himself and to his
people? | have adopted him assonin al but name only. | can protect him, will protect him, with dl the
power | haveleft. But | cannot save his people.

Qannadi did not regret attacking the nomads, that had been a sound military decision. He could not have
marched south on Bas with hisright flank unprotected, thousands of those wild desert fighters yearning
after hisblood. But he did regret fdling into the Imam'’s scheme of bringing the people into the city and
holding them captive. Far better that he had fought them to the desth. At least they would have died with
honor.

Ah, well, thought Qannadi wryly. If Khardan is dead—as he surely must be, despite the Imam'’s
misgivings—the soul of the Cdif will soon rest easy enough, seeing mefal in defeat aswell. And perhaps
hissoul will forgivemine,
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for—if itismy last act—I will save the younger brother the nomad Prince loved.

Or at leagt, | will try.



Putting his hand on Achmed's shoulder, Qannadi turned and walked silently with the young man from the
Temple,

Chapter 5

The Imam saw the Amir's departure from the Temple without seeming to seeit or care about it, although in actuality he
had been waiting for it with extreme impatience. When the side door had shut behind the two men, Feisal gestured
immediately to one of the under priests and said softly, " ou may bring her now."

The priest bowed and left.

"The morning's audience is concluded," Feisal said loudly. This started a hubbub among the waiting supplicants.
None dared raise his voice in protest, but all were determined that the soldier-priests remember each man's position in
line, and clamored for attention. The priests took names and calmly, firmly, forcefully herded Quar's worshipers out the
door.

Other priests had hurried outside to impart the news to the supplicants waiting upon the stairs and to swing shut the
huge wooden Temple doors. Shrill cries of beggar children roseinto the air, offering to hold the places of supplicants
in line in exchange for afew pieces of copper. Wealthier citizens took advantage of thisto leave the Temple and
sustain themselves with a midday meal. The poorer worshiper sought what shade he could while still holding his place
in line and munched on balls of rice or hunks of bread, washed down with water supplied by the priests.
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When the huge doors boomed, shutting out the noise and the daylight, and the room was | eft to the silent,
incense-scented darkness, Feisal rose from the saksaul throne and stretched his legs.

He approached the golden ram's head. The atar flame glistened in the unblinking eyes. Looking about him carefully,
making certain he was alone, Feisal knelt before the altar, so near the flame that he could feel its heat upon his shaven
head. Raising his face, he stared up at the ram. The heat of the coals beat upon his skin; sweat beaded on hislipsand
rolled down his thin neck, staining the robes that hung on his wasted body.

"Quar, you are mighty, majestic. In your great name we have conguered the land and people of Bas, driven their God
into hiding, destroyed his statues, taken his treasure, subverted the faith of hisfollowers! The wealth of these cities
goesto further your glory! All is as we dreamed, as we hoped, as we planned!

"Sowhy isit, Hazrat Quar—" Feisal hesitated. He licked hisdry, cracked lips. "Why isit ... whatisit. .. that you
fear!" The words burst out—a hushed, awed gasp.

The fireflared, flames leaped up from the white-hot coals. Instantly, the Imam collapsed, hunching his body asif in
pain. Crouching before the atar, he shivered in terror. "Forgive me, Holy Onel" he chanted over and over, clasping his
thin hands together and rocking back and forth in agony. "Forgive me, forgive me. ..."

A voice cdled his name softly. "Imam!" Lifting his eyes, he stared at the ram, thinking for one wild moment that its
mouth had moved. But the voice repeated itself, and the priest realized with a pang of disappointment that the sound
came from behind him and that it was amorta who called him, not the God.

Rising shakily to his feet, having forgotten in his religious fervor that he had issued orders, Feisal glared angrily upon
the one who had dared interrupt his prayers. Trembling visibly, the young priest shrank before the Imam's wrath. The
woman who accompanied him was likewise stricken with terror. The blue eyes above the veil glanced about wildly, and
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she began to sidle back toward the secret way through which they had entered.

Revding in the ecstasy of heaven, Feisd redlized that he had not been interrupted—the God was
choosing to spesk to him through human lips.



"Forgiveme," the Imam said, and the young priest mistakenly thought his superior was speaking to him.

"It isyou who should forgive me, Imam!" The priest sank to hisknees. "What | did was unpardonable! It
wasjud . . . you sad it was urgent that you talk with the woman—"

"Y ou have done well. Go now and assist your brethren to make easy the waiting time of those who have
cometo uswith their burdens. Meryem, my child.” The Imam took her hand, starting dightly at the chill
fed of the fingers. Hisown skin was burning hot. "I trust you have had refreshment after your fetiguing

journey?”
"Y es, thank you, Holy One," Meryem murmured inaudi-bly.

Thelmam did not speak again until the young priest had taken himsalf, bowing and walking backward,
from the Temple. Meryem stood before Feisal with lowered eyes. She had removed her hand from his
grasp and was nervoudy twisting the frayed gilt hem of her veil. When they were aone, the Imam
remained slent. Meryem lifted her eager, till haf-fearful gazeto meet his.

"l have seen him!"
"Who?" Feisd asked coally, though he knew well enough of whom the woman spoke.
"Khardan," Meryem fdtered. "Heisdivel"

The Imam turned dightly, with aglancefor the ram'shead, dmogt asif to assure himsdlf it waslistening.
"Whereishe? Who iswith him?'

"l ... 1 don't know where heis," Meryem said, abreak in her voice as she saw the Imam frown with
displeasure. "But the witch-woman, Zohra, iswith him. And so isthe red-haired madman. And their
djinn."

It seemed to Feisdl that the eyes of the ram flickered.

"And you don't know wherethey are.”

"Itisakavir, asdt desert, surrounded by blue water—
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water that is bluer than the sky. | did not recognize the place, but Kaug says—"
"Kaug!" Feisa looked back at Meryem, his browslowered ominoudly.

"Forgiveme, Imam! | did not think it would be wrong to tell the 'efreet!” Meryem's tongue ran across her
lips, wetting the veil over her mourn. "He ... he made me, Holy One! Or he refused to bring me herel
And | knew you wanted thisinformation most urgently—"

"Very well." The Imam contained hisill humor that was, he redized, nothing more than jedlousy of the
‘efreet and the honored and trusted position Kaug held with the God. "1 am not angry, child. Do not be
frightened. Go ahead. What did Kaug say?"

"He said the description matches that of the western shores of the Kurdin Sea. When | saw Khardan,
Imam, he was stepping out of a boai—a fishing boat. Kaug saysthereisapoor fishing village on the
northeastern side of the sea, but the 'efreet does not believe the nomads came from there. He said to tell
you that he thinksit probable, from certain sgns he has seen, that they were on the Ide of Galos."



"Galog" Feisdl pded.

"Not Gaod" said Meryem hadtily, seeing that this news was unwel come and knowing that bad news
generaly garnered little reward. "That was not the name. | was mistaken—"

"You said Gaog!" Feisd cried in ahollow voice. "That iswhat the 'efreet said, wasn't it?" The priest's
eyes burned in their sunken sockets. "That iswhat he told you to tell me! Heiswarning me! Thank Quar!
Warning me!"

Thiswas good news, then. Meryem relaxed. "Kaug said something about a God caled Zhakrin—"

"Yed" Feisdl cut her off, not liking to hear that name spoken doud. His thoughts went to Meda, to the
dying man's bloodstained hand gripping the priest's robes, the curse spoken with the body's last
shuddering breath. "There is no need to go into this further, my child. What other message does Kaug
send?’

"Good tidings!" Meryem said, her eyes smiling above me vell. "He saysthereis no need to fear Khardan
any longer. He and the witch-woman are trapped on the shores of
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the Kurdin Sea. To return to their tribes, they must go west—across the Sun's Anvil. No one has ever performed such
afeat and survived."

"But they have their djinn, after all."
"Not for long. Kaug bids you not worry."

The Imam cast a suspicious glance at Meryem. "Why does this news please you, my child? | thought you were in love
with this nomad."

Meryem did not hesitate. She had known this question must come, and she had long been prepared with her reply. "I
cameto redlize, living among the kafir as| have these past few months, Imam, that such aloveis an abomination in the
sight of Quar."

Her eyes lowered modestly, her voice trembled with the proper tone of religious fervor, and she didn't fool Feisal in the
least. He recalled the calluses he had felt on her fingertips; his gaze flicked over the tattered remnants of her fine
clothing.

"I want only to return to the palace and regain my former place there," Meryem added, unconsciously answering any
lingering doubts the Imam might be having.

"Your former place?' Feisal asked dryly. "I thought you were more ambitious than that, or has your sudden interest in
religion taught you humility?"

Meryem flushed beneath her veil. "Qannadi promised to make me hiswife," she said stubbornly.

"Qannadi would as soon think of bedding a snake. Have you forgotten? He suspected your little plot to use the
nomad Prince to overthrow him. He would not take you back, even as concubine.”

"He would if you told him to," Meryem countered. "Y ou are strong! He fears you! | know, Yaminatold me so!"

"It is not me he fears, but the God, as should al mortals," rebuked Feisal, adding humbly, "1 am but Quar's servant and
an unworthy one at that." Having said this, he continued thoughtfully. "Qannadi might take you back, if | asked him
to. But, Meryem, consider. Y ou left the palace once because you feared your life wasin danger. Has the situation
changed, except perhaps to grow more perilous for
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you? After all, you have lived with Qannadi's enemy for two months or more."

Meryem's feathery brows came together above the blue eyes. The hands, which had never ceased twisting the silken
fabric since she first entered, gave it an involuntary jerk that tore the veil from her face. Biting her lip with her white
teeth, she gazed at the Imam defiantly. "Then find me some place to go! | have done this for you—"

"You did it for yourself," Feisal stated coldly. "It is not my fault that your lust for Khardan has dwindled to ash and
blown away. Still, you have proven your value and | will reward you. After al, | do not want you sdlling this
information to Qannadi."

Eyes cast down, Meryem covered her face with a shaking hand and wished she could draw the veil over her brain as
wdll. It was uncanny the way this man could see into her mind!

Feisal turned his back upon the woman and, walking over to the atar, sought help from the ram's head. The golden
eyes shone red with the burning charcoal.

"We need to keep the girl nearby,” the Imam muttered. " She can see the followers of Akhran and Promenthas in that
scrying bowl of hers, and | want to know the moment the kafir draws hisfinal breath. | must keep her near, yet | must
keep her presence secret. Qannadi believes Khardan to be dead. Achmed believes bis brother is dead. The nomads
believe their Calif isdead. Their hope dwindles daily. They must not discover the truth, or they will gain strength to
defy us! If Qannadi found out Khardan was alive, he would tell Achmed and word would get back to the nomads. |—"

The ram's eyesflared briefly, brilliantly. Feisal blinked, then smiled.
"Thank you, Holy One," the priest murmured.

Turning back to Meryem, who was watching with narrowed eyes, her hand holding her veil over her face, the Imam
said gently, "1 have thought of a place for you to stay. A place not only where you will be completely safe, but where
you will continue to be most useful."

Chapter 6

When the daily meeting of the officers concluded, Achmed lingered behind while the others, laughing and
joking, left— those off duty heading for the city, the others going to take up assigned posts and to st the
evening watch. Achmed remained behind, ostensibly to study amap. His brow furrowed in
concentration; he might have been planning to face an ondaught of ten thousand foes at next day's
dawning, so intently did he seem to consider the lay of theland. Asit was, the only foe hewaslikely to
facein the morning was the soldier's perennid enemy—the flea. Staring, unseeing, at the map wasjust an
excuse. Achmed stayed behind when the others departed because it was easier being londly when he
was aone.

The young man had joined Qannadi's army in the spring. Now it was late summer. He had spent months
with themenin hisdivison, the cavary. He had trained with them, learned from them, taught them what
he knew. He had saved lives, he had been saved. He had gained their respect, but not their friendship.
Two factors kept him from being included in the groups that went into the city seeking its pleasures. The
firs— Achmed was and aways would be an outsider, anomad, a kafir. The second—he was
Qannadi'sfriend.

There was much speculation among the ranks concerning this relationship. Everything was guessed from
aloveinterest
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to the somewhat wilder theory that the boy was redly the Crown Prince of Tara-kan who had been sent



away from the court of the Emperor for fear of assassination. No matter where the young man walked in
the camp, he was certain to overhear conversations like the one held listened to only days before.

"Peacocks, that's what Qannadi's sons are, the lot of them. Especidly the oldest. Waving histail inthe
Emperor's court and picking up crumbsthat fall at hisfeet,” grunted one.

"What do you expect?' said another, watching with acritical eyetheroasting of alamb upon aspit. "The
boy wasraised in the seraglio by women and eunuchs. The generd saw him maybe once, twice ayear
between wars, and then he took no interest in him. Small wonder the youth prefersthe easy life at court
to marching about al day in the heet."

"And | heard hiswife, the sorceress, made certain the genera took no interest in the boy,” added athird.
"The son will pull the boots off hisfather's corpse and measure them to fit his own feet asthe saying goes.
And when that day comes, Quar forbid it, that's the day I'll go back to that fat widow in Medawho owns
theinn."

"Perhapsthe Kafir will be the one wearing the boots," said the first in an undertone, his eyes darting
about the camp.

"At least they'd fit him," muttered the second, giving the spit ahdf turn. "The Kafir's afighter, likedl
those nomads.”

"Speaking of boats, if | wasin the Kafir's, 1'd keep mine on day and night. A garakurfs anasty thingto
find in between one'stoesin the morning.”

"And no need to ask how it got there. Yaminas not his deadliest enemy,” said the third softly. "Not by
haf. The generd's being careful, though. Not favoring the Kafir above others, not keeping him about
during the day, not even sharing hismeals. Just another young hero. Bah, let metake over! You're
burningit!"

The Kafir. That waswhat they caled him. Achmed didn't mind the name any more than he minded the
danger that Hasid, an old friend of Qannadi's, had taken care to explain to the young man. At first
Achmed scoffed at the thought that
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anyone might view him as athreet. But astime went by, he found himsdf shaking out his pallet every night
before he dept, upending his boots every morning, eating his meds out of a cooking pot shared by
others. And it wasn't Y aminas eyes he saw staring at him from the darkness.

The eyes he feared were the burning eyes of the Imam.

Y et Achmed accepted it all—the danger, the ostracism, the whispers and sidelong glances. He had
affirmed thisto himsdlf that terrible day when Qannadi fell in the midst of hisenemies, and Achmed had
stood prepared to sacrifice hislife for this man who had come to be father, friend, mentor. Y es, he would
sacrifice hislife for this man, but what about the lives of his people?

| can't prevent their deaths. Neither can Qannadi. They must convert or at least pretend to. Surdly they
will be ableto seethat! | will talk to them.

Tak to them. Tak to someone who understood him. Talk to friends, family. The empty, hollow pit within
the boy deepened and widened. He was lonely—hitterly, desperately lonely. Tears stung his eydids, and
he very nearly threw himsealf down among the rugs and the saddles that were used as backrests and wegpt
like achild. The knowledge that a any moment one of the officers might takeit into hishead to have



another look at the route to Kich forced the sobs back down Achmed's throat. Choking, wiping the back
of hishand over his eyes and nose and rebuking himself severely for giving way to unmanly weakness, the
young man strode hastily from the tent.

Hewandered amlesdy, restlessy, among the soldiers encampment. It was|ate evening, he had no duties
to perform. He could have returned to his own tent, but deep was far from him, and he had no desireto
spend another night staring into the darkness, holding memory at bay and scratching at fleas. He
continued to roam, and it was only when he heard soft voices, muted groans, and deep laughter that
Achmed redlized where it was his feet had taken him.

Known asthe Grove, it had other namesin the soldiers vernacular—names that had brought aflush to
the young man's cheeks when he'd first heard them. That had been months and battles ago, however.
Now he could grin knowingly when the
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Grove was mentioned. HEd even—out of curiosity and desire— availed himsdf of its dubious pleasures
one night. Too bashful and ashamed to "examine thewares," held purchased the first merchandise offered
him and discovered too late that it was old, ill made, and had undoubtedly known many previous owners.

The experience sickened and disgusted him, and held never—until now—gone back. Perhaps he had
truly come here by accident, or perhaps his londliness had led him here by the hand. Whatever the
reason, the young man had heard enough talk among his elders to know now how business was
conducted. Disgust vied with desire and, most burning, the need to talk, to touch, to be held, and at
least—for the moment—to pretend that he was loved and cared for. A soft voice caled to him, ahand
reached from the shadows of the trees.

Clutching his purse, Achmed swallowed his nervousness and tried to gppear hardened and nonchaant as
he stepped farther into the Grove. Rustlings and glimpses of shadowy forms and the sounds of
pleasure-taking increased his desire. He ignored the first who grabbed at him. They would be the
professiondss, the women who followed the troops from camp to camp. Deeper within the Grove were
the ones new to this business—young widows from the town who had small children to feed and no other
meansto earn their bread. Their familieswould kill them if they discovered them here, but stoning isa
quick way to die, compared to starvation.

Achmed was moving among the deepest, darkest part of the stand of trees, trying to push theimage of
his maother out of his mind, when he concluded with certainty that someone was following him. He had
suspected it when held first entered the Grove. Footfdls that moved when he moved, stopped when he
stopped. Only they didn't stop soon enough, and he could hear soft, padding footsteps through the cool,
damp grass behind him. He moved forward again, heard the faint patter upon the ground, cameto a
sudden halt, and heard the patter continue—one step, two, then silence.

Fear and excitement banished desire. Sipping his hand to hisbdlt, hefdt for the hilt of his dagger and
gripped it reassuringly. So thiswasiit. He had supposed the Imam
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would hire someone more skilled. But no, this made sense. They would find his body in the Grove and assume he had

been lured here by awoman, then murdered and robbed by her male accomplice. Such things were not uncommon.
Well, he would give them afight at least. Qannadi would not be ashamed of him.



Spinning on his heel, Achmed jumped at the hint of movement he saw in the darkness behind him. His hands,
grappling for the neck, closed—not on male muscles and sinew—but on perfumed silk and smooth skin. A gasp, a
scream, and Achmed and his pursuer fell heavily to the ground. The body beneath his went limp. Startled, shaken by
the fall and his own fear, Achmed heaved himself off the inert form and peered at it intently in the starlit darkness.

It was awoman. Reaching out his hand, Achmed drew the veil from her face.

"Meryem!"

Chapter 7

The woman stirred at the sound of his voice. Too astonished to do anything except stare at her, Achmed remained
crouched over her, the veil clutched in a hand that had gone as limp as the unconscious body. Her eyelids fluttered;
even in the dim light, Achmed could see the shadows they cast upon the damask cheeks, delicate as the wings of
dragonflies. Blinking dazedly, not looking at him, keeping her eyes lowered, Meryem sat up.

"Young sir," shesaid in alow, trembling voice, "you are kind, gentle. | . . . will give you pleasure. ..."

"Meryem!" Achmed repeated, and at the sound of her name and the shock and anger in the voice, the woman looked
fully a him for the first time.

A deep flush suffused the pale skin. She snatched the veil from the young man's hand and covered her face. Rising
swiftly to her feet, Meryem started to flee but slipped in the wet grass. Achmed caught her easily.

"Let me go!" She began to weep. "L et me take my shame and cast myself into the sea."

Her crying became frenzied, hysterical. She tried again to break away from Achmed's grip, and the young man was
forced to put his arms around the slender shoulders and hold
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her close, soothing her. Gradually, Meryem calmed down and lifted blue eyes, shimmering with tears, to gaze into his.

"Thank you for your kindness." She gently pushed him away. "I am better now. | will leave and trouble you no
more—"

"Leavel And go where?' asked Achmed sternly, alarmed by her talk of the sea.
"Back to town." Meryem lowered her lashes, and he knew she was lying.

"No." Achmed caught hold of her again. "At least, not right now. Rest here until you feel better. Then | will take you
back. Y ou should not be wandering out here alone," the young man continued firmly, acting—for both their sakes—as
if he had not heard her all-too-clear solicitation. "Y ou have no ideawhat this placeis.”

Meryem smiled—a sad, wan smile that touched Achmed to the heart. A tear crept down her cheek, sparkling in the
starlight like a precious jewel. Unconsciously the young man raised his hand to catch it.

"Thank you for trying to save me," Meryem said softly, her head drooping near but not quite touching his breast. "But
| do know what this place is. And you know why | am here—"

"I don't believeit!" Achmed said stoutly. "You are not like . . . like these!" He gestured.

"Not yet!" Meryem hid her face in her hands. "But | soon would have been if not for you!" Looking up suddenly, she
grasped hold of histunic. "Achmed, don't you see? Akhran sent you! Y ou saved me from sin! Thiswas my first night
here. You. . . would have been my first . . . first . . ."

Her skin burned; she could not say the word. Achmed put his hand over her lips. Catching hold of the fingers, she
kissed them fervently and fell to her knees before him. " Akhran be praised!"



The woman's beauty dazzled him. The fragrance of her hair, the perfume clinging to her body, intoxicated him. Her
tears, her innocence, her sweetness, mingled with the knowledge of where they were and what was going on around
them inflamed Achmed's blood. He staggered like adrunken
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man, and it was the weakness in his limbs that made him sink down beside her.

"Meryem, what happened? Why are you here? Y ou were in Kich, thelast | heard, living with Badia, Khardan's
mother—"

"Ah! Do not mention her name!" Meryem pressed her hands over her bosom, clutching at the silken gown, rending it
in her despair. "I am not worthy to hear it spoken!" Rocking back and forth on her heels, moaning in grief, she let her
hands fall, the torn fabric of her gown parting to reveal creamy white skin, swelling breasts.

Achmed drew a shivering breath. Taking hold of her chin, he turned her face to his and concentrated on looking into
the wide, tear-shimmering blue eyes. "Tell me, what has happened? |s Badia, are my people—" Fear chilled him, his
grip tightened. " Something terrible has happened, hasn't it?'

"Not that bad!" Meryem said hastily, catching hold of the young man's wrist. "Badiaand all your people living in Kich
have been taken from their homes and put into the Zindan. But surely you knew of this? It was by Qannadi's order.”

"Not Qannadi,” Achmed said grimly. "The Imam. And are they dl right? Are they being mistreated?"

"No," said Meryem, but her eyes faltered before Achmed's gaze. His grip on her hand tightened.

"Tell methetruth.”

"It is so shameful!" Meryem began to weep. Her tears, falling on Achmed's flesh, burned like cinders. "l wasin acell
with Badia and her daughters. One night the guards came. They said . . . they wanted one of us. . . willingly ... or they
would take al by force—" She could not continue.

Achmed closed his eyes, pain, anger, desire, surging through him. He could visualize the rest and, putting his arms
around Meryem, drew her close. At first she resisted him but gradually let his strong arms comfort her. "Y ou sacrificed
yourself for the others," he said gently, reverently.

"When the guards tired of me," she continued, sobbing against Achmed's chest, "they sold me to aslave trader. He
brought me here. | . . . escaped, but then | had nowhere to
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go, no money. Akhran forgive me, | thought | could sink no lower, but—praise his name—he set you in my path."

Achmed stirred uncomfortably, not liking to hear the name of the God, liking till less the thought that Akhran might
have used him to save this poor girl.

"Coincidence," he said gruffly.

But Meryem shook her head firmly. The veil over the golden hair had dipped; the pale strands looked silver in the
starlight. Achmed caught hold of one of the tresses that was damp from the girl's tears. Soft, silken, it smelled of roses.
The words he said next stuck in his throat, but they needed to be said.

"Khardan will be proud of you—"

Meryem looked up at him in wonder. "Don't you know—" She halted, confused. "Didn't they tell you? Khardaniis. . .
isdead. Mgjiid sent word to Badia. They found his body. The stories about him fleeing the battle were false—lies
spread by the Imam. Khardan was given a hero's burial ."

Now it was Achmed who lowered his head, now it was Meryem who reached her hand out to brush away histears.

"I am sorry. | thought you knew."

"No, | am not crying for grief!" Achmed said brokenly. "It is thankfulness, that he died with honor!"

"We both loved him," said Meryem. "That will always be a bond between us."



Quite by accident their cheeks touched. The sweet night breeze cooled skin wet with tears and flushed with passion.
Their lips met, tongues tasting salt mixed with sweetness.

Meryem pushed Achmed away and tried to stand, but she was entangled in her clothing. Achmed drew her near. She
kept her head averted, turned from him, straining away from his grasp.

"Leave me! | am defiled! Let me go! | swear, | will not do what you fear. Y ou have saved me. | will pray to Akhran. He
will guide me."

"He has guided you. He has guided you to me," Achmed said firmly. "I will take you to my tent. Y ou will be safe there,
and | will go to Qannadi—"

"Qannadi!" The word came out shrill and harsh, and Achmed flinched in response.
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"Have you forgotten?' Meryem whispered hurriedly. "I am the Sultan's daughter! Y our Amir murdered my father, my
mother! He sought to have me put to death! He must not find me!" Panic-stricken, she scrambled to her feet and began
to stumble through the darkness, tripping over the long skirts of her robes.

Achmed pursued her and, grabbing hold of her wrist, pulled her close to him. Her body trembled in his arms. She wept
and shivered in her fright. He pressed her near, stroking the golden hair.

"There, | didn't meanit. | forgot for the moment. | won't tell him, though I'm certain that if | did, he would not harm
you—"

"No! No!" The girl gasped wildly. "Y ou must promise me! Swear by Akhran, by Quar, by whatever God you hold
sacred—"

Achmed was silent for amoment. He could feel warm, soft skin swelling out of the torn bodice, heaving with her rapid,
catching breaths against his bare breast. His arms tightened around her.

"I swear by no God," he said thickly. "I believe in no God. Not anymore. But | swear by my own honor. | will keep you
safe, keep you secret. | will guard you with my life."

Meryem's eyes closed. Her head sank against his chest, her hands stole up around his neck, and she sighed a sigh
that might have been relief but seemed to whisper surrender.

Achmed stopped the sigh with hislips, and this time Meryem did not push the young man away.

Chapter 8

Promenthas summoned the One and Twenty.
His purpose—to discuss the current war raging on the plane of theimmortals.

When the One and Twenty came together thistime, no longer did each God and Goddess view the
others contentedly from his or her facet of the Jewd that wasthe world. Now only avery few of the
strongest Gods were able to maintain their dwelling places. The others found themsalves standing meekly
in Quar's pleasure garden, being eyed curioudy and aoofly by the tame gazelle.

Promenthas was strong till. He stood in his cathedral rather than the garden, but the sounds of
shipbuilding echoed through the cavernous chambers and disturbed hisrest. God of the lands and
peoples of Aranthia, far acrossthe Hum Seafrom Tara-kan, Promenthass followers were—for the time
being—safe from the jihad that was raging in Sardish Jardan. The pounding of nailsinto wood was soon
going to end their peace. The Emperor of Tara-kan had wedlth enough and materia enough from the
southern rellm of Basto proceed with hisdesignsfor an armada. Within the year hisfleet would be
ready to crossthe Hum. Hordes of fanatica followers of Quar would storm the walled cities and castles
of Aranthia
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A sparsaly populated land divided into small states, Aranthiawas ruled by kings and queens who kept
the peace by marrying off their sons and daughters to each other. The land was heavily wooded, difficult
to traverse except by the rivers and streams that were the country's blood, and it could hold out long
againgt the Emperor'stroops. In the end, however, Promenthas knew his people must be defeated,
overwhelmed by sheer numbersif nothing more. The teeming capitd city of Khandar aone contained
more people than the entire population of Aranthia

Seated in a pew near the atar, Promenthas watched grimly as Quar leisurely entered the cathedral. So
large had the God grown, he was forced to duck his head and turn his body sideways to squeeze through
the doorway. His magnificent robes were of the most rare and costly fabrics. All the jewels of the world
adorning his body, Quar shone more brilliantly than the stained glass of the cathedra windows that had,
of late, become grimy and dust covered from lack of care. Mincing along behind Quar, chatting merrily
with him and inwardly caculating Quar's worth at the same time, was Kharmani, God of Wedth.

No matter that another facet of the Jewel might shine brighter, Kharmani's facet gleamed with its own
light—agolden light. No God—not the most evil, not the most good—* dared try to dim thet light. Every
other of the One and Twenty might crouch at Quar's feet. Kharmani would St at hisright hand—aslong
asthat hand kept flipping golden coinsin Kharmani's direction.

Behind Quar, Promenthas saw a shadowy figure sneaking into the cathedral under cover of the God's
flowing robes. Promenthas frowned and sighed over the fate of the Poor Box, knowing without doulbt
that there wouldn't be a penny |eft after the departure of this God—Benario, God of Thieves. Kharmani
might sit at Quar's right hand, but Benario would be at hisleft, if the God didn't stedl Quar'sfingersfirst.

Promenthas felt arumbling benesth hisfeet, and he knew that Astafas, God of Darkness, was watching
Quar step into a subterranean world of perpetud night. The dazzle must hurt Astafas's eyes, thought
Promenthas wryly, and hefelt a certain sympathy for hisancient enemy.
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At least Agtafas has not sunk to thelevel of these wretches. Trailing aong behind Quar, their own
radiance lost in the shadow of the shining God, were various others of the One and Twenty. Uevin,
shrunken and withered, meekly carried the hem of Quar's robes. Mimrim, head bowed, walked behind,
holding a sitting cushion in the eventudity that the God should decide he was fatigued and desired rest.
Hammah, the horned, helmed God of the Great Steppes, marched in Quar's retinue. Carrying his spesr,
the warrior God tried to gppear dignified; but he kept his gaze from meeting that of Promenthas, and the
white-bearded God knew with a heavinessin hisimmorta being that the rumors hed heard were true.
Hammah's people had dlied with the Emperor and would march to battle on Quar's side.

Other Gods and Goddesses Promenthas saw, but now he was most interested in those notable for their
absence. The angry rumblings that were shaking the cathedral's foundations gave indication that Astafas
would cast himself in the Pit of Sul before serving Quar. Evren and Zhakrin were missing, though
Promenthas had heard rumors of their return. And of course Akhran, the Wanderer, was nowhereto be
Seen.

Quar's amond-eyed gaze sought out Promenthas. Slowly, with great dignity, the white-bearded God
roseto hisfeet and moved to stand directly before hisdtar. There were no angdsflanking him. Thewar
on die plane of theimmortals had drawn away al his subdterns. Only one angel remained, and she was
hidden safdly in me choir loft.



"Why have you caled this garnering of me One and Twenty—or perhapswe might better refer toit as
the One and Seventeen,” said Quar in his ddicate voice. Kharmani gave atittering laugh at the God's
joke.

"I have cdled this meeting of the One and Twenty," said Promenthas, his voice deep and stern, "to
discussthewar currently raging on the plane of theimmortals.”

"War." Quar appeared amused. "Cal it bickering, squabbles among spoiled children!™
"I cal it war," Promenthas returned angrily. "And you are the cause!™

Quar raised afiney drawn eyebrow. "I? The cause? My
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dear Promenthas, it was | who—seeing the danger existent in these undisciplined beings—attempted to
bring order and discipline to the world in our care by confining them safely in a place where they could no
longer meddle in the affairs of humans. It is due to the meddlings of die wild and uncontrollable djinn of
Akhran that thishavoc is being wreaked both in heaven and on earth. It istime we take direct control—"

"Itistime you take direct control, isn't mat what you mean?"

"Areyou trying to make me angry, Graybeard?' Quar smiled pleasantly. "If so, you will not succeed. |
included al my brethren out of politeness, but if you are too week to deal with the matter, | am not.
Someone must bear the burden of humanity's sufferings—"

"If you truly mean what you say," interposed anctiier voice, coming from outside me cathedrd, beyond
mewalls of Quar's pleasure garden, "'men banish the 'efreet known as Kaug, in whom you have
consolidated much of your power. Prick your swollen ego, Quar, and let out the stinking air of your
ambition. Become one of us once more—afacet in the Jewel—so that its beauty may last forever.”

Akhran the Wanderer entered me cathedral of Promenthas, strode into Quar's pleasure garden. Akhran's
boots were covered with dust; his flowing robes were frayed and tattered and stained with blood. The
Wandering God seemed small and shabby, compared to Quar. Kharmani cast Akhran aglance of
imperious disgust, and Benario, yawning, did not bother to leave his place among the shadows.

Quar lifted an orange studded with clovesto his noseto obviate the smell of horse and leather and sweet
mat entered wim the Wanderer and kept his eyes on Promenthas.

"Thisisthethanks| receive for trying to bring order to chaos." Quar's tone was sad, his manner that of
one who has been pierced to the heart. "What am | to expect of two who wereinstrumental in bringing
the foul God of blackest evil, Zhakrin, back to power? But you will regret it. Y ou mink those humans
who do your bidding have escaped Zhakrin's clutches, but his shadow islong and the darkness once
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draws near them. Y ou trust him—a God who drinks the blood of innocents—"

A muffled sound, like adespairing cry, came from the choir loft of the cathedral. Promenthas made a swift gesture with
his hand, but Quar glanced up at the dust-covered carved wooden railings, and his smile deepened.

"Sul designed the Jewd so that all facets gleam with equal light—the good and the evil—" began Akhran angrily,
removing the haik from his face and glowering at Quar.

"Ah, now you know the mind of Sul, do you, Wanderer?' interrupted Quar coolly, flicking a glance at Akhran, then



flicking it away as though the sight might soil his eyes. "It is my belief, after much deep consideration, that Sul meant
there to be One God, not One and Twenty. Thus his light will shine purely and brightly, beaming directly upon the
humans, instead of being refracted, split, diffused.”

"Do this, and the Jewel will shatter!" warned Akhran.
"Then | will pick up the pieces." With agraceful bow, Quar, his garden, and his retinue of followers disappeared.

"Beware, lest those pieces cut you," cried Akhran after him. There was no response. Akhran and Promenthas were | eft
standing alone in the cathedral.

"Do not look so glum," said the Wandering God, clouting Promenthas on the back. "Quar has made a serious
mistake—he has given too much of his power to the 'efreet. In order to win the war on the plane of theimmortals, we
have only to defeat Kaug." Akhran's booming voice rattled the panes of stained glass. "When that is done, Quar will
fal."

"When that is done, the stars will fall." Promenthas sighed, though the stern face eased dlightly at this offer of hope.
"Bah!" Akhran started to spit, recalled where he was, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The sound of a
horse whinnying in impatience drifted through the cool darkness. Wrapping the haik about his face, the Wandering
God turned and wa ked down the aisle toward the cathedral's doors. Promenthas noted, for the first time, that the God
was limping.

"You areinjured!"

"It isnothing!" Akhran shrugged.
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"What Quar said about Zhakrin, your followers and mine— the young wizard who travels with them. Arethey in
danger?"

Akhran turned, regarding Promenthas with narrowed black eyes. "My people have faith in me. | have faith in them.”

"As Zhakrin's followers have faith in him. He seeks what Quar seeks and always has. He has no mercy, no
compassion. Perhaps it was a mistake, helping him return. Admittedly Evren came with him, but she is weakened, her
followers far distant, while Zhakrin is near. Very near." Promenthas sighed and shook his head. "We are too few, and
we are divided among ourselves. | fear it is hopeless, my friend."

Akhran flung wide the cathedral doors and drew in a deep breath of fresh air. Mounting his horse, he leaned down to
clasp reassuringly Promenthas's stooped and bent shoulder. "Only the dead are without hope!"

Raising himself up, he kicked his horse's flanks; the animal galloped off among the stars.

"And without pain,” murmured Promenthas. Looking back down the aisle where Akhran had walked, he saw atrail of
blood.

[HE BOCK OF ZHAKRI1N

Mathew sat upon adag heap of shining obsidian. Scattered about the stark white of the salt desert floor,
the black rock seemed the embodiment of the dark eementsthat stirred just below the crust of the
world, just below the skin of man. Staring down at the gaping cracksin the surface of the heat-baked
earth, Mathew fancied he could see the black rock escaping from the tormented depths, oozing out of
the dead land, gangrenous liquid streaming from a putrefied wound.

The young wizard closed hiseyesto blot out the horrid vision. Though it was early morning, only afew
hours since the sun had risen, the heat was dready intense. The Sun's Anvil. It waslike the people of this
godforsaken land to nameit thus—terse, laconic, to the point. Swesting profusely beneath the heavy



velvet robes, half-stunned by the heat and exhaustion, Mathew pictured asinewy arm of purefire
wieding a hammer, damming it down upon the ground that split and cracked benegth it but did not yield,
the sparksflying, waves of hest rolling fromtheblast. . . .

"Mat-hew!" A hand was shaking him.

Mathew lifted bleary, dreamy eyes. A form shimmered before him—2zohra, clad in the outlandish
glass-beaded dress of sacrifice. Each bead caught the sun'slight, the dightest
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movement set them gleaming and glinting and clicking together. Dazzled by the radiance, Mathew blinked at her.
"I'm thirsty," he said. Licking his tongue across hislips, he could taste, feel the salt that rimed them.

"The djinn have brought water," Zohra said, helping him to his feet. "Come, we must talk."

A night, aday, and ancther night they had sailed the Kurdin Sea. It had taken them this long to cross, where before
they crossed in amatter of hours. The winds generated by the perpetual storm around Castle Zhakrin took delight in
toying with them, blowing mem furioudly for milesin the wrong direction, then dying completely and leaving them
becalmed, then hitting them from the front when least expected. Without their djinn, the humans on board would have
soon lost all sense of direction, for the clouds swirling above them hid sun and stars and made navigation impossible.

Clinging to the side of the boat, sick and drenched and shivering with cold, lacking both food and water—not that
they could have kept it down—the miserable occupants gave themselves up for dead. The boat's owner, Meelusk,
howled in terror until at last his voice gave out. When the craft finally scraped against the shoreline, two of me djinn,
Sond and Pukah, carried their bedraggled passengers ashore. The third djinn, Usti, whose rotund body had been
pressed into service asa sail, was as sickly and forlorn as his mortal masters. Stricken with terror by the stormsand a
panicked fear that they were being chased by ghuls, Usti had kept his eyes squinched tightly shut the entire voyage.
At itsend, the djinn refused to let go of the mast or open his eyes. Sond poked and prodded and mentioned every
luscious dish the djinn could think of, to no avail. Moaning, Usti refused to budge. Pukah finally had to pry the fat
diinn'sfingers off the mast and his feet from under the boom. Once freed, Usti collapsed like a deflated pig's bladder
and lay gasping and moaning in the shallow water.

The Sun's Anvil. It was Pukah who had told them where they were. By night the desert's flames were quenched, the
fireswere out, me Anvil was cold steel. Clad in his wet robes, Mathew had shivered with the chill that seemed to
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enter his bones. Khardan and Pukah and Sond had debated the creation of afire, and Mathew had heard with aching
disappointment the three decide that it would be unwise. Something about attracting the attention of an evil 'efreet
who apparently lived in that accursed sea

When dawn came Mathew had reveled in the warmth and managed to sleep fitfully. On awakening, he felt the heat
strike him a physical blow. Dragging himself to his feet, he had huddled in the meager shade cast by the outcropping
of obsidian and wondered what they would do.

Apparently, according to Zohra, some sort of decision had now been reached. Mathew cast aside the hood of the
robes he wore, hoping to catch the faint breeze that wafted occasionally from the surface of the Kurdin Sea. The water
was flat and still now, its winds having been sucked up by the savage sun. The youth's long red hair was wringing wet
with swest, and he lifted it off the back of his neck. Noticing what he was doing, Zohra caught hold of me hood and
dragged it over Mathew's head.

"The sun will burn your fair skin like meat on a skewer. Its heat will curdle your wits."
That, Mathew could readily believe, and he suffered the hood to remain in place, even drawing it lower over his

forehead. Surely we will leave this dreadful place soon, he thought drowsily. The djinn will carry usin their strong
arms, or perhaps we will fly upon a cloud.



The sight of Khardan's face jolted Mathew to reality. It was dark with anger; the black eyes burned hotter than the
sand beneath their feet. The djinn stood before him, sullen, ashamed, but grim and resolute.

"What do you know of this?' Khardan flared, whirling on Mathew.

"What do | know of what?' Mathew asked dazedly.

"Thiswar in heaven! The news, so Pukah tells me, was brought to them by your djinn!"
"My djinn?' Mathew stared, amazed. "I don't have adjinn!"

"Not djinn, angel," Pukah corrected, keeping his eyes |lowered before his master's—former master's—fury. "A guardian
angel, in the service of Promenthas.”
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"There are no such beings as angels," Mathew said, wiping the sweat from his brow. Every breath hurt; it was like
breathing in pure flame. "At least," he added, shaking his head, thinking dreamily how unreal all this was, "no beings
who would have anything to do with me. I'm not a priest—"

"No such beings!" Pukah cried, raising his head and angrily confronting a startled Mathew. "Y our angel is the most
loyal being in the heavens! For every tear you have shed, she has shed two! Every hurt you suffer, she takes upon
herself. She loves you dearly, and you—unworthy dog—dare malign the best, the most beautiful— No, Asrid, | will
say it! He must learn—"

"Pukah! Pukah!" Khardan shouted repeatedly, and at last managed to stem the tirade.
"Since when, djinn, do you speak to amortal in this disrespectful manner?' Zohra demanded.
"I will handlethis, wife," Khardan snapped.

"Better than you have handled al else previously, | presume, husband?' Zohra responded with a sneer, tossing the
mane of black hair over her shoulder.

"It was not my actions that brought us here, if you will remember, wife!" Khardan drew a seething breath. "If you had
left me on thefield of battle—"

"Y ou would be dead by now," Zohra said coolly. "Believe me, husband, no one regrets my action to save you more
than I!"

"Stop it!" Mathew cried. "Haven't we been through enough? In that dark castle, you were each prepared to offer your
life for the other. Now you—"

Mathew hushed. Khardan was staring out to the sea, his face stern and hard. The musclesin the jaw twitched, the
tendons in the neck were drawn taut and strained.

My words have done nothing more than send him back to that dread place, Mathew realized sadly. He suffersit all
again!

Swiftly Mathew glanced at Zohra. Her face had softened; she was recalling her own torment. If she could see the
shared anguish in her husband's eyes . . . But she could not.
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From where she stood, she saw only the broad back, the head held high, the neck stiff and unbending. Her lips
compressed. Zohra crossed her arms forbiddingly across her chest, the glass beads of her dress clashing together
jarringly.

Mathew's own hand reached out to the Calif, the fingers trembling. Khardan turned at the moment, and Mathew
snatched the hand back and hid it within the loose, flowing sleeves of hiswizard's robes. The Calif took one look at the
impassive face of hiswife, and his own expression grew harder.



"I humbly beg your apology, sidi, and that of the madman—I mean, Mat-hew," said Pukah humbly, anxious to keep
clear of domestic disputes. "I have been reminded that the madman—M at-hew—had no way of knowing anything
about his angel, since such contact between mortal and immortal is prohibited by his God, Promenthas, who isif | may
say it, amost dour type of God and one who doesn't have agreat deal of fun. Still, it seems to me that the madman
should be thankful heis at least alive—"

"Thankful! Of course, he'sthankful!" Khardan said impatiently. "And you tell me that he doesn't know anything about
this. . . this—"

"Angel," contributed Pukah helpfully.

"Yes." Khardan avoided pronouncing the strange-sounding word. "So he knows nothing about this war?"

"No, sidi." Pukah was more subdued but, on exchanging glances with Sond, appeared determined to continue on in
the face of the Calif's mounting displeasure. "Asria— that is the angel's name, master—attended a meeting of the One
and Twenty. It was there she learned of the war raging on the plane of the immortals. Akhran himself was present,
master, and he said that Quar has placed much of his strength in the 'efreet, Kaug, who now seeks to banish the
immortals back to our ancient prison, the Realm of the Dead."

"One 'efreet!" Khardan snorted. " Surely Akhran can deal with one 'efreet!"

"The gods are forbidden by Sul to act on the plane of their servants, sidi. Not that | think this would stop Hazrat
Akhran, if hewas so inclined. But Asria tells us that Akhran" —the djinn hesitated, glanced at his fellow djinn,
sighed,
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and imparted the bad news—"Akhran bears many wounds on his body, and though he does his best to hide them,
Promenthas fears our God cannot last much longer."

"Akhran. .. dying!" Khardan said in disbelief. "Has our God truly grown so weak?'

"Say rather, the faith of his people has weakened," interposed Sond quietly.

Khardan flushed. His hand moved, unconscioudly it seemed, to his breast. Mathew remembered vividly the wounds
the Calif had borne, wounds gone now without a scar except for those that would remain forever on the man's soul.
Wounds healed by the hand of the God.

Or wounds suffered by the God in his place?

"Our people.” The flaring pride and anger faded from Zohra's eyes, leaving them shadowed with fear and concern. "So
much has happened ... we have forgotten our people.”

"All the more reason you must help us return to them," Khardan said angrily to Pukah.

"All the more reason we must fight Kaug, Calif." Sond spoke with the sincerest respect, the firmest resolution. "1f
Kaug wins this battle, all immortals will disappear from the world. Quar, being the strongest of the Gods, will be able to
increase his direct influence over the people. He will grow stronger, the other Gods weaker, and eventually the One
and Twenty will be the One."

"Wewill be gone only afew hours, sidi," Pukah said confidently. "This Kaug may have the strength of a mountain,
but he has the brains to match. We will defeat him and return to you before you can begin to miss us."

"Rest during the heat of the day, sidi, in the tent we have prepared for you. We shall be back to serve you dinner,"
added Sond.

The two djinn began to fade away. Mathew felt something brush against his cheek, something soft and light and
delicate as afeather, and he raised his hand swiftly to grasp it, but there was nothing there.

"Khardan!" Zohra cried, clutching at him. "They mean to abandon us out here! Y ou cannot let them go!"
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"I cannot stop them!" Khardan shouted irritably, shaking off her hands. "What would you have me do? | am no longer
their master!”

"But | am!" shrieked a shrill voice.

Everyone turned, startled, having forgotten during the ensuing argument all about the scrawny little man. Truth to tell,
no one had paid much attention to Meelusk at all during the entire trip. The beady-eyed, |eering-faced fisherman had
spent the journey huddled in a heap at the bottom of the boat. Whenever anyone—particularly the muscular
Khardan—had looked at him directly, Meelusk would give afawning, servile grin that twisted into a vicious snarl
when he thought no one was watching.

Now he came stumping across the sand, clutching Sond's lamp to his chest and dragging Pukah's waterlogged snake
charmer's basket (which was as big as the little man) behind him.

"I don't trust you, you black-bearded demon," Meelusk shouted, his gleaming eyes fixed on Khardan. "The woman
with you is a she-devil, and | don't know what you are, red-haired freak!" The eyes darted to Mathew. "But be you
she-devil or he-demon, I'll soon berid of you! I'll soon berid of thelot of you!"

These were fine-sounding words, but the djinn, Sond and Pukah, continued to fade from view, and it suddenly
occurred to Meelusk to wonder who was getting rid of whom.

"Come back here!" thelittle man yelled, waving Sond's
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lampintheair. "I'm your master! | rescued you from the seal Y ou have to obey me and | say come back here!"

The images of the djinn wavered, then slowly rematerialized.

"Heisright, after all," Pukah said to Sond. "He is our master."

"You bet | am!" said Meelusk smugly, casting Khardan atriumphant glance.

"He did rescue us from the sea. We owe him our fealty and loyalty,” Sond agreed.

Turbaned heads bowed; the djinn came to prostrate themselves before the scrawny human.

"Damn right you do!" Meelusk cackled. "Now get up and listen to me." He pointed at Khardan and his companions.
"L eave the nomads here on the beach to rot. Take away their water and that tent." Protected by the djinn, Meelusk felt
safe enough to shake a bony fist at the nomads. "Y ou murderin’, black-hearted devils! I've seen you look at me,
thirsting for my blood! Hal Hal That's not all you'll thirst for." Meelusk turned back to the djinn at hisfeet. "Now
you're going to dress me like a Sultan, then bring me beautiful women, then fix me up a palace that's made of silver and
marble, with great high walls so's that no one can get to me. Then you're going to my village. The people there don't
respect me enough. But they'll learn to! Y esthey will, the curs. When we get there, you're going to kick over their
houses, one by one. And stomp ‘em into the dirt! And then set 'em on fire. After that, you're going to bring me all the
gold and jewelsin the world— Hey! What's the matter with you?'

Pukah had put a hand to his forehead and rolled his eyes. "Too many commands, master."

"Ah, dow-witted, are you?' said Meelusk, grinning craftily.

"Yes," said Sond gravely, "heis."

"Beautiful new clothes for my master!" commanded Pukah, clapping his hands.

Instantly Meelusk's skinny, dirt-encrusted body was swathed from head to toe in a cocoon of costly silks. "Hey!"
cried amuffled voice, coming from the midst of the cocoon. "I can't breathe!"
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"Jewelsfor my master!" commanded Sond, clapping his hands.



Ropes of pearls, chains of gold, and jewels of every color and description fell from heaven around
Medusk's neck, their weight bending him nearly to his knees.

"Women for my mager!”

Nubile, willowy bodies surrounded Med usk, their soft voices whispering into whet little of hisears could
be seen under the huge, jewe-encrusted turban that balanced precarioudy on the man's bulbous head.
The women cuddled againgt him seductively. Gaping and drooling, Medusk dropped both Sond'slamp
and Pukah's basket in order to free up his eager hands.

"A new lamp and anew basket for my master!" shouted Pukah, carried away with enthusiasm.

"Yes Yed" Medusk panted, ogling the women and clutching the soft bodies with grasping fingers. "New
everything! More gold! Morejewels Whileyou're at it, more of these beauties.”

Pukah cast Khardan asignificant look. Sipping up quietly and stedthily, the Calif snatched up Sond's
lamp and Pukah's basket and, holding onto them tightly, took a swift step backward.

Instantly, the women, the jewels, the pearls and the gold, the turban, the wool and the silks, al
disappeared.

"Ah, Magter Medlusk, what have you done?" cried Pukah in dismay.

"Eh? What?' Medusk glanced around wildly, his hands, which had encircled adender wast, clasped
firmly around empty air. Furious, he accosted the two djinn, who were gazing a him sadly. "Bring 'em
back, do you hear me? Bring ‘em back!" he howled, jumping up and down in the sand.

"Alas, you are no longer our master, master,” said Pukah, with a hel pless spreading of the hands.
"Y ou gave away, of your own free will, our dwelling places,” said Sond, heaving asgh.

Raving, gnashing histeeth, Medusk whirled and made alunge for Khardan, but before he could take
even two steps, the huge Sond had caught hold of the scrawny little man by
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thearms. Lifting him like achild, the djinn carried Medlusk, kicking and screaming and caling down foul
imprecations on the heads of everyone present, to his boat. Sond tossed Medusk inside and gave the
boat amighty shovethat sent it flying over the water.

"Best not shout so, former master!” Pukah caled after the rapidly vanishing boat. " The ghuls have
excdlent hearing!"

Medlusk's curses ended abruptly, and al was quiet once more. When the boat was out of sight, Sond
and Pukah came walking dowly across the sand to stand before Khardan. Sond's lamp, dented and
scratched and somewhat the worse for wear, lay at the Califs feet. Pukah's basket, waterlogged and
unraveling in places, stood near the battered lamp. Khardan stared down at the objects that bound the
djinn to the morta world, his gaze dark and thoughtful.

The djinn bowed and waited in tense sllence.

"Go do what you mugt, then!" Khardan growled abruptly, impatiently, refusing to look at them. "The
sooner you're gone, the sooner you'l return.”

Sond glanced at Pukah. Pukah nodded.



"Farewdl, Princess, Cdif, Madman!" The fox-faced djinn waved. "L ook for usto return with the setting
of thesun!"

Thedjinn disappeared.
"A wisedecison, husband!" sneered Zohra. "Now we are alone in this accursed place.”
"It was my decision to make, wife, not yours!" Khardan returned shortly.

A heavy slencefdl upon the three, broken only by the gentle sound of water lapping upon the shore and
the snores of Usti, who lay sprawled on the beach like a giant, flabby fish.

"At least my djinn has not deserted us—" Zohra began.

Sond's huge hand reached suddenly out of the air. Gripping hold of Usti by the sash around the djinn's
broad middle, the hand jerked him upward. There was a startled cry, awail of protest, then Usti, too,
was gone.

The three humans were alone upon the hogtile shore. The sun pounded its hammer upon the cracked
earth. Noxious pools of foul-smelling water bubbled and boiled. Behind them stood atent, its open flap
giving aglimpse of the coal,
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inviting darknessinsde. Skins of water hung from the center pole, bowls of fruit and rice stood on rugs
spread before cushions. There were even robes for the desert. The djinn had thought of and provided

everything.
"Go ingde, wife. Change your clothing,” Khardan ordered Zohra. "We will wait for you out here."

"Y ou cannot command your own djinn! Y ou certainly do not command me, husband!" Zohra bristled.
Her black eyesflicked over Khardan. Clad only in the remnants of the armor of aBlack Paadin, his
brown skin was beginning to redden. "Y ou are the one who needs the protection. / will wait for you."

Khardan's face flushed in anger. "Why do you insst on opposing me, woman—"

"Pleasel" Mathew took a step between them. "Don't—" he began, staggered, and swayed on hisfet.
"Don't..." hetried to speak again, but he couldn't breathe. He couldn't swim against the burning tide.
Closng hiseyes, helet himsalf snk beneath it, drowning in sweltering waves of hest.

Zohraand Khardan carried Mathew insde the shelter of the tent. They stripped off the heavy black
robes he wore—Zohra keeping her eyeslowered modestly as was proper when nursing the sick,
pretending not to see the young man's frail nakedness—and bathed hisface and chest in the tepid salt
water of the Kurdin Sea. Working together over the suffering young man, each was very much aware of
the other's nearness. When hands touched, by accident, both started and drew quickly gpart asthough
they had brushed againgt hot codls.

"What iswrong with him?' Khardan asked gruffly. Seeing there was nothing more he could do, herose
to hisfeet and moved over to stand beside the open tent flap.

"The hedt, | think," Zohrareplied. Dipping atrip of cloth in water, shelaid it upon the hot forehead.

"Can your magic hed him?If the djinn do not return—"



Zohraglanced swiftly at Khardan.

Averting his eyesfrom the accusation in hers, the Calif stared outside. "—we will haveto trave this
night," hefinished coldly.

"We could gtay here." It was a statement of fact, not a suggestion.
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Khardan shook his head. "We have water for two days, at most. When that runsout . . ."He did not finish.

When that runs out they would die. Though unspoken, the words echoed through the tent.

Khardan stood tense, waiting his wife's attack. It did not come, and he wondered why. Perhaps she thought it well
enough that her barb, once cast, rankled in her enemy's flesh. Or perhaps she had come to regret words spoken before
she thought, the interval giving her time to reflect, time to see that Khardan had made the only decision he could.
Whatever the reason, she kept quiet. Neither spoke for long moments. Khardan stared moodily across the kavir,
watching the ripples of heat wash over the land—a mockery of the water for which it thirsted. Zohra made Mathew a
crude blanket of his own cast-off black robes, modestly covering the fair-skinned body.

"I cannot use my magic," she said at last. "I have neither charm nor amulet. Where will we go?”

"Back to our people. West. Pukah said something about a city, Serinda—"

"A city of death!" Zohrarealized that could have a double, sinister meaning, and bit her lip. "All know the story," she
added lamely.

"There may belife for uswithinits water wells."

Both man and woman added silently, There had better be.

"I am going out to look around before the heat of afternoon setsin." Starting to thrust aside the tent flap, he halted.
With the toe of his boot Khardan gingerly touched an object lying on the ground—Mathew's belt and a leather pouch.

"The boy does possess the magic," he said wonderingly. "I saw him work it."

"Heisavery skilled and powerful wizard," said Zohra proudly, as though Mathew were her own personal creation.
"He has been teaching me. It was by hismagic | saw the vison—"

She was not looking at Khardan; she did not hear him speak or make a sound. But so sensitive was she to his physical
presence, she felt rather than saw the tensing of his body, the slight, swift intake of breath.

The vision, the reason—so she claimed—that she had dragged Khardan unconscious from the field of the battle,
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hiding him from the Amir's forces by dressing him in women's clothing.

"Since you are so skilled in his magic, wife'—the sarcasm flicked like awhip across her raw nerves—"is there nothing
of his you can useto aid him?"

"I never said | was skilled in hisarts," sheretorted in alow, passionate voice, not looking at him, her eyes staring
down at Mathew's till form. "I said he was teaching me. And | swear to Akhran,” she continued, her voice trembling
with her fervor, "that | will never use such magic again!"

Reaching out, she started to smooth the damp red hair back from the young man's forehead, but her fingers shook
visibly, and she hurriedly hid her handsin her lap. For no reason at all, it seemed, tears sprang to her eyesand did
down her cheeks before she could stop them. She could not raise a hand to brush them away; that would have
revesled her weakness to him. Swiftly she lowered her head, the black hair falling forward, veiling her face.



But not before Khardan had seen the drops glistening on the dusky cheeks, sliding down to lose themselvesin the
curving, trembling lips. The frightful ordeal through which she had been, the long and perilous journey they faced if
the djinn did not return—it was enough to daunt the strongest. Khardan took a step near her, his hand reaching out. . .

Zohraflinched and hastily drew away. "Y ou must leave the tent, husband." She spoke harshly to mask the tears.
Rising to her feet, she kept her back to Khardan. "Mat-hew rests comfortably. | will change my clothes."

She stood stiff and straight-shouldered, unyielding. Blinded by the shadows after staring into the glaring sunlight,
Khardan could not see hiswife's fingers clench and drive into her flesh. He did not notice the long black hair that fell
deek and shining past her waist shiver with the intensity of her suppressed emotion. To him, she was cold and distant.
The piles of obsidian, scattered over the desert floor, gave off more warmth than this flesh-and-blood woman.

Words crowded to Khardan's lips, but in such atangle of fury and outrage that he could utter nothing coherent.
Whirling, he stalked out of the tent, yanking down the flap after him, nearly bringing down the tent itself in his anger.
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It wasimpossible, he knew it, for it had been months since Zohra had access to her perfumes. He could
have sworn he smelled jasmine.

Fuming, Khardan stalked across the desert sand. The woman was maddening! A she-devil—that
bandy-legged fisherman had been right! Khardan wanted to take her inhisarmsand . . . and.. . . choke
thelife out of her!

The sun was hot, but not hotter than hisblood. A high dune rose some distance from him, promising a
view of the land. Grimly, he made hisway across the cracked earth.

Inside the tent, safely hidden, Zohrafell to her knees and wegpt.
Mathew dept through the heat of afternoon and awoke, rested and alert, near sunset.
"Thedjinn, are they back?" he asked.

No onereplied. Hiswordsfdl into awell of silence so deep and dark he could amost hear them bounce
off the walls. Something's happened. Hurriedly, he sat up and looked around. Khardan was stretched out
full length on one side of the tent. Propped up on an elbow, he stared moodily out into the empty air. On
the opposite side of the tent Zohrawas deftly packing the food the djinn had provided and apparently
making preparationsto travel. The immortas were nowhere to be seen.

Mathew felt histhroat tighten. The girba lay near him. He picked it up and started to drink, caught
Khardan's sharp, swift glance, and took only amouthful, though he was parched. Holding the water in his
mouth aslong as he could, hoping thiswould help ease histhirst, he swallowed tiny gulps of the precious
liquid, making it last aslong as possible. Gently he laid the waterskin back down, and Khardan's dark
gazeturned from him.

"Itisonly just sunset, after al," Mathew said uneasily, waving away the smal portion of food Zohra
offered him. It wastoo hot to eat. "They'll be here soon.”

Khardan gtirred. "We cannot wait," he said, his voice deep and cold as the well that had drowned
Mathew's words. " The moment the sun is gone, we must start walking. We
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have to reach Serinda before day dawnstomorrow.” Looking at Mathew, helet his stern face relax



somewhat. "Do not look so worried. It isnot far. We should make it easily.” He gestured. "Y ou can see
the city wdlsfrom the dunes.

Stffly, asthough he had been lying in one position for along time, Khardan rose to hisfeet. He had
changed his clothes, putting on the full pants, the tunic that tied around the waist with a sash, and the long,
flowing robes of the desert. The haik, held in place with the agal, covered his head, the facecloth
dangling down across his chest. Soft dippers, designed for walking in the shifting sand, covered hisfest.
Zohrawas attired in awoman's |oose robes, long-deeved bodice, and pants that fit snugly around the
ankle. A veil covered her head and face. With asidelong glance at Mathew, her eyes studioudy avoiding
Khardan, she dipped out of the tent, carrying the food with her.

"Get dressed,” Khardan ordered, pointing to two piles of clothing lying in the center of the tent. Mathew
recognized the silken folds of awoman's chador in one, the other appeared to be robes similar to those
worn by the Calif. Not knowing what sex the strange madman might choose to be today, Pukah had
thoughtfully |eft attire for either. Mathew stretched his hand toward the men's clothes, then stopped.
Flushing, helooked at Khardan.

"Am | permitted?' he asked.

A fleeting smile touched the Cdlifs lips and warmed the dark eyes. "For the present, Mat-hew. When we
return to the Tel, you may haveto resume your role as'—ahint of bitterness—"my wife."

"l will not mind," Mathew said quickly, thinking only to ease Khardan's obvious pain. Redlizing too late
how hiswords and tone might be misconstrued, Mathew flushed more deeply <till and sought to clarify
his statement. But before he could do more than stammer, Khardan had |eft the tent, courteoudy giving
Mathew privacy.

"Fool!" Mathew cursed himself, fumbling with the yards and yards of materid. "Why not just shout your
fedingsto the four winds and be donewith it!"

When he wasfindly dressed, he went outside to find the other two standing far apart, backs turned
dightly, eech
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staring intently into the west where the sun had vanished over the horizon. The air was cooling aready, though the
collected heat of day radiated up from the ground and made Mathew feel as though he had stepped into a baker's
oven.

"I'm ready," he said, and was startled to hear his voice sound small and tight.

Khardan turned and without a word reentered the tent. He came back with the girba slung over his shoulder and
began walking westward, never glancing behind him. Zohrafollowed after Khardan, careful, however, to keep clear of
his footprints, cutting her own path in the sand. By this and the set of her shoulders, she made it plain that though she
traveled the same direction, it was by her choosing, not his.

Sighing, Mathew trudged along behind, his own footsteps, clumsy in the shifting sand, often stumbling across,
overprinting, interconnecting, the two separate tracks that marched along on either side of him.

From the top of the sand dune, staring into the western sky that was a cloudless, oppressive, ocherous hue, Mathew
saw the city of Serinda. He knew its history, legends of the dead city being popular among the nomads.

A hundred years before or maybe longer, Serinda had been a thriving metropolis with a population numbering in the
several thousands. And then, suddenly, according to legend, al lifein Serinda had come to an end. No one knew the
cause. Raiders from the north? The plague? The poisonous fumes of the volcano Galos? Gazing at the city walls—a
gray-white, lacy border of mosgue and minaret against the yellow sky—Mathew felt the stirrings of curiosity and
looked forward eagerly to entering the gates that now were never closed. Perhaps he could solve this mystery. Surely
there must be clues.



The city looked to be near them, Mathew thought, his spirits lifting. Khardan was right. A walk of afew hours should
have them across this desert. They would be in Serinda before morning.

Night's deep blue-blackness washed over the land. Mathew reveled in the coolness. Invigorated, hisjourney'send in
sight, he moved ahead so swiftly that Khardan was forced to
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remind him curtly that they had hours of walking before them.

Meekly slowing his pace, Mathew looked around him instead of ahead, and once again marveled at the strange,
savage beauty of thisland. No moon shone, but they could see their way clearly by the lambent light shining from the
myriad stars that sparkled in the black heavens. Though Mathew knew it was the stars that cast the eerie, whitish glow
upon the sand, it seemed to him as if the land itself radiated its own light, as it radiated the heat it had stored up during
the day.

He gazed up, fascinated, at the stars. There were so many more of them, visible in this clear sky, than he could have
ever imagined in hisland. Having become accustomed already to the shifted positions of the constellationsin this
hemisphere, Mathew soon located the Guide Star that gleamed in the north sky and pointed it out to Zohra.

"They teach the children of my land that an angel of Promenthas stands there with his lantern to guide travelers
through the night.”

Zohraglanced at him skeptically. "Y our people follow this—what wasiit?"
"Lantern, like alamp or atorch. A light in the sky."

"Y our people pick out alight and follow it and it leads them where they wish to go?' Zohraregarded him with
narrowed eyes. "And the people of your land actually succeed in getting from one place to another?"

"Not just any light, Zohra," Mathew said, seeing her mistake. "That one particular star that always shinesin the
north."

"Ah! The people all travel north in your land!"

"No, no. When you know the star isin the north, you can tell if you're going east or west or south. Just as in the day
you can tell which way you're going by the position of the sun. Don't your people do this?"

"Does Hazrat Akhran keep a chirak in the sky to guide him? And let his enemies know where he sleeps?' Zohrawas
scandalized. "Our God is not such afool, Mat-hew. He knows his way around heaven. We know our way around earth.
We follow not only that which we can see, but what

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN
Ie)

we hear and smell. What do your people do when the clouds hide the sun and"—she gestured vaguely
skyward—"that star?"

What would she say if | told her that the star was a sun? Or that our sun was a star? Mathew smiled to himself,
picturing giving Zohra an astronomy lesson. Instead, he began to explain another marvel to her. "Our people have a. .
. d'—he fumbled for aword in the desert language—"device with aneedle inside it that always points toward the
north."

"A gift of Sul," she said wisdly.

"No, not magic. Well, in away, but it isnot Sul's magic. It is the magic of the world itself. Y ou see, theworld is round,
like an orange, and it spins, like atop, and when it spins, a powerful force is created that draws iron toward it. The
needle in the device is made of iron and it— What are you doing?"

"Drink some water, Mat-hew."



"But Khardan said not to—"

"I said drink!" Zohra glowered at him above the velil, her eyes glittering more brightly than Promenthas's Guiding
Lantern.

Mathew obediently swallowed a mouthful of the warm water that tasted faintly of goat and seemed as sweet asthe
clearest, purest snow water that bubbled among the rocks of the stream behind his home.

"Now, Mat-hew, relax," said Zohra earnestly, patting his cheek with a gentle hand. "Y ou do not need to act crazy
around us. We will not harm you. Khardan and | know you are mad."

Smiling at him reassuringly, Zohra turned to follow the Calif, who was keeping to their path unerringly, without a
glance at the stars.

They stopped to rest only briefly, Khardan pushing them forward at an exhausting pace that Mathew could not
understand. Serindawas so near. Why couldn't they take an hour to rest aching legs and burning feet? But Khardan
was adamant. The Calif spoke little during the journey; he kept his face covered by the haik, and it was impossible to
tell what he was thinking. But if his expression matched his voice
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during those times when he did speak, Mathew knew it must be grim and dour.

Eventually Mathew ceased to wonder why they couldn't stop. He ceased to wonder anything but
whether he would take that next step or collagpse. His early energy had drained from him. Reaching the
point of exhaustion, he had pushed past it. The chill air dried the swesat on his body, and he shivered from
the cold. Hisfeet had blistered, and walking was agony. The muscles of hislegs ached and twitched from
the effort of attempting to keep hisfooting in the shifting sands of the dunesthat crossed their path.

Once, at thetop of one, he dipped, and had neither the strength nor the will to catch himsdlf. Down the
steep side herolled, sand scraping the skin off any parts of hisbody not protected by the folds of
enveloping cloth. At the bottom, where he cameto adithering hdt, the youth lay ill, enjoying the
cessation of movement, not caring much whether he ever moved again. Khardan caught hold of him by
the arm, hauled him to hisfeet, and gave him a shove, al without speaking aword. Mathew limped
forward.

Where was Serinda? What had happened to it? Had Khardan got them lost? Mathew glanced
heavenward, searching dizzily for the Guide Star. No, thereit was, on hisright hand. They weretraveling
westward. Promenthas was guiding them.

But my angdl isgone, Mathew thought dazedly, regling as he walked.

My angel. My guardian angdl. A year ago | would have scoffed at such achildish notion. But ayear ago |
did not bedieveindjinn. A year ago | trusted myself. | had my magic. A year ago | did not need heaven. .

"Now | need it," he muttered to himsdlf. "My angel hasleft me, and | am done. Magic!" He gave a bitter
laugh, staggered, nearly fell, and ssumbled on ahead. "I know how to make water out of sand. Itisa
smple spdl." He had taught it to Zohraand nearly frightened the wits out of her.

"l could makethis place an ocean!" Mathew gazed about dreamily and imagined himsaf swimming,
floating upon cool water, splashing it over head and body, drinking, drinking &l he wanted. His hand
fumbled at the scrolls of parchment curled up negtly in the pouch at hisbelt. "Yes, | could make
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this place an ocean, if | had aquill to pen the words, and ink to write them, and avoiceleft in thisraw
and parched throat to speak them.

"A boon to thetraveler,” heimitated the Archmaguss droning voice. "No need to worry about fresh
water. No need to drink at astream that might be impure.”

Hah! In hisland, water was never more than afew stepsaway. In hisland, they cursed it for flooding
their crops, washing away the foundations of their houses.

"Insuch aplace, | can conjure water!"

Someirritating person was laughing uproarioudy. Only when Mathew saw Khardan stop and turn to
gtare at him and Zohra come to stand beside him, her eyes shadowed by weariness and concern, did
Mathew redlize that theirritating person was himslf.

He blinked and looked around. It was dawn. He could see the sweep of the dunes beginning to take on
color, the light of Promenthass Lantern start to fade. Raising his eyes, hope flooding his body with
strength, Mathew |ooked eagerly to the west.

Thewhite city wals, catching the sun'sfirgt, danting rays, glistened againgt the dark background of
waning night. Glistened far away . . . far, far away . ..

"Serindal What's happened to it?" Mathew cried irrationdly, clutching frantically at Khardan's robes.
"Have we been walking in circles? Standing ill? Why isn't it closer?!

"A trick of the desert," said Khardan softly, with asigh that no one heard. "'l was afraid of this." Suddenly
angry, he pried Mathew's hand loose and shoved the young man away from him. He started off down the
side of the dune on which they had been standing. "We can walk another two hours, before the heat sets

in.
"Khardan."
Refusing to look around, the Cdlif kept walking, his own legs sumbling tiredly in the sand.
"Khardan!"

Glancing around, he saw Zohra standing unmoving behind him. Silhouetted againgt the burning ball of the
rising sun, she had one arm around Mathew's shoulders. The youth
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sagged against her strong body, his head bowed, shoulders slumped. His breath came in ragged gasps.
"He can't go any farther," Zohra said. "None of us can."

Khardan looked grimly at her. She stared just as grimly back at him. Both of them knew what this meant. Without more
water, stranded out here in the open, they would never live through the scorching heat of coming day.

Tossing the nearly empty waterskin onto the sand, Khardan flexed his aching shoulders. "We will wait for the djinn,"
he said evenly. "They will meet us here."

Now was the time for Zohra's triumph, bitter though it may be. She eased Mathew down onto the desert floor, then
lifted her head to look upon the face of her husband, a face she could not see for the cloth that swathed it.

But she could see the eyes.

"Yes, husband," she said softly, "we will wait for the djinn."



A blink of an eyetook the three djinn and the angel from the desert to the realm of the immortals. Sond led them, and it
was at hisinsistence that they found themselves materializing in a pleasure garden—the very garden, in fact, where
Sond had sneaked in to meet Nedjmathat fateful night when he'd clasped what he'd supposed was his beautiful
djiinniyeh to hisarms, only to find his face pressed firmly against the hairy chest of the 'efreet, Kaug. The garden
belonged to one of the elderly immortals of Akhran, a djinn who claimed to remember when time began. Too old and far
too wise to have anything at al to do with humans anymore, the ancient djinn had established himself in amansion
whose bulbous-shaped towers and graceful minarets could ordinarily barely be seen through the lush, flowering trees
and bushes of his garden.

The garden had changed, however. The wall that Sond had been accustomed to climb over with such agility was
topped with wicked-looking iron spikes. Horses trampled the delicate orchids and gardenias, camels were hobbled on
thetiled paths or noisily drank water from the marble fountains. Powerful djinn of al sizes and description surged
about in frantic activity—tearing down the delicate latticework and using it to bolster defenses at the garden gate,
shouting out to each other in graphic detail what they would do to Kaug and
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his various anatomical parts when they had himin their grasp.

Huddled in awindow at the top of one of the towers, guarded by gigantic eunuchs, the djinniyeh peeped
over the ba cony, giggling and whispering whenever one of the djinn— who knew well the women were
there—was bold enough to brave the baleful glare of die eunuchs and bestow awink upon aveiled head
that had caught hisfancy.

Sond's gaze went ingtantly and eagerly to the bal cony. Usti took onelook at the strenuous activity going
on all around him, groaned, and vanished precipitoudy behind an ornamenta hedge. No one heard the fat
djinn, however, or saw him disappear. The other djinn had spotted Sond and, crying out gladly, surged
forward.

"Thank Akhran! Sond, where've you been? We can use that sword arm of yours!"

Hushed with pleasure by the welcome, Sond embraced hisfelows—many of whom he had not seeniin
centuries.

"Whereisthat goat-thieving master of yours living now, Pgm?* Sond questioned one. "Down by
Merkerish? Ah, | had not heard. | am sorry for his death. But we will be avenged. Dgu! Y ou were
freed?You mus tel me—"

"Pgm! Bilhana!" A loud voiceinterrupted Sond. "It'sme! Pukah! | rescued you from Serindal Uh,
Pukah. Thenameis. . . well, doesn't matter. See you later." Pukah spoke to the back of another djinn.
"Dgu, it'sme, Pukah! Here's my sword arm! Firmly attached to my shoulder. The one that rescued you
from the city of Serinda. I— Uh. .. Serinda..."

"Serinda? Did you say Serinda?" A djinn rushed up to Pukah. The foxish face beamed in pleasure and
cast asddong glance a Agid to seeif shewaswatching.

"Why, yes." Pukah performed the salaam with charming grace. "1 am Pukah the hero of Serinda.”

"Salaam aleikum, Serinda," said thedjinn hurriedly. "Did | hear Sond had arrived? Oh, there heid! If
you could just step aside, Serinda—"

"My name's not Serindal” Pukah said irritably to the djinn’'s back. "I'm Pukah! The hero of Serin— Oh,



never mind."
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Elbowed firmly out of the way by one djinn then another as they crowded around Sond, Pukah was
shoved off the path and found himsdlf in asmdl grove of orange and lemon trees. Near him, huddled
among the climbing roses, stood aforlorn-looking Asrid, staring with wide blue eyes a her surroundings.

The noise and confusion, the haf-naked bodies—skin gleaming in the bright sunshine—the shouts and
oaths, the obvious preparations for a battle, unnerved the angd. She had known, for she had heard her
God, Promenthas, speak of awar in heaven. But it had never occurred to her that it would be like
this—so much likeawar on earth. She shrank back againgt awall, hiding hersdf among the clinging
tendrilsof amorning glory.

What were the angels of Promenthas doing now? Had war come to them, too? Undoubtedly. An image
cameto her of the seraphim ripping the heavy wooden pews from the floor of the cathedral and stacking
them againgt the doors; of archangels breaking out the lovely stained-glass windows, standing armed with
bow and arrow; of cherubim clasping fiery swords, ready to defend the dtar, to defend Promenthas.

It wastoo horrible to imagine. Asrid turned her face againgt thewall to blot out the dreadful sightsand
sounds. She had seen wars upon earth, but those happened among humans. She had never imagined that
the peace and tranquillity of her eternal home could be so violated.

"Bilhana. Bilshifa. My nameis Pukah." Standing alone at the edge of a path, the djinn bowed and
shouted and was completely and soundly ignored. "Fedj! Rgal Over herel” Pukah waved hisarms,
jumping up and down to make himself seen above the heads and shoulders of the larger djinn.

Fedj and Ragja, however, were staring warily at Sond, who was returning the favor armsfolded across his
massive chest. Old enemies, were mey to meet asfriend or foe? Then Rgas face split into asmile. With
one hand he greeted Sond with ablow on the back that sent the djinn headlong into a hibiscus bush,
while with the other he proffered ajewd-encrusted dagger.

"Accept this gift, my dear friend!” said Rga
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"My dear friend, with pleasure!" cried Sond, making his way out of the foliage.

"Dear friend," mimicked Pukah in disgust. "Not two weeks ago they would have ripped out each other's eyes."

"Brother!" Fedj threw his huge arms around Sond and clasped him close. "Words cannot tell how | have missed you!"
It was undoubtedly fond regard that caused Fedj to nearly squeeze the breath out of his "brother."

Sliding his muscular arms around Fedj's waist, Sond locked a hand over hiswrist.

"Words fail me aswell, brother!" Sond grunted, returning the embrace with such affection mat the sound of cracking
bones was distinctly audible.

"I think I'm going to vomit!" Pukah muttered. "And never paying any attention to me—the hero of Serindal Well, let
them! Say"—he paused and hastily looked around—"1've got something that will make their bulging biceps twitch.
Asrial, my enchanter! Where are you, my angel?" He peered through atangle of hanging orchids. "Asrial?" A note of
panic tinged hisvoice. "Asriall [— Oh, there you are!l" He sighed in relief. "I couldn't find you! My shy onel" Pukah
gazed at her adoringly. "Hiding yourself away! Come." He took hold of her hand. "1 want you to meet my friends—"

"No! Pukah, please!" Asrial hung back, her eyes wide with fright. "Let me go! | must return to my people!”



"Nonsense," said Pukah crisply, tugging at her. "Y our people are my people. We're all immortal, and we're dl in this
together. Come on, there's a sweet child. Come on."

Reluctantly, hoping to avoid attention and still resolute on leaving, Asrial crept forward out of her hiding place.
"Look!" shouted Pukah proudly. "Look here! Thisis my angel!"

Asria's pale cheeks flushed a delicate pink. "Pukah, don't say such things!" she begged. "I'm not your an—" Her
words died away, sucked up and swallowed by adreadful silence that fell over the djinn assembled in the garden, the
eunuchs standing guard on the bal cony, the djinniyeh gazing down at her over their veils.

Breathing heavily, one hand feeling hisribs to see if all wereintact, Fedj used his other hand to point to Asrial.
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"What's this?' he demanded.

"An angel," explained Pukah loftily, hisfoxish nosein the air.

"I can seeit'san angel," Fedj snapped. "What's it doing here!"

"It'snot an it, it'sa she, as any but a blind beggar could plainly see! And she's with me! She's come to help—"
"Come to spy you mean!" roared Raja.

"A spy of Promenthas's!" shouted the djinn angrily, waving their swords and advancing on the two.

Asria shrank back against Pukah, who shoved the angel behind him and faced the mob, his chin jutting out so far that
any sword glice must have taken that portion of his face off first.

"Spy? If you muscle-bound apes had brainsin your heads instead of your pectorals, you'd know that Promenthasis
andly of Hazrat Akhran—"

"Wrong! We heard Promenthas fights with Quar!" returned many furious voices.

"That is not true!" Stung to courage, Asrial sprang forward before Pukah could stop her. "I have just come from a
meeting with the two of them. Y our God and mine pledged to help each other!"

There were unconvinced looks and mutterings.

"A trick! Theangel lies. All angelsareliars, you know that!"

"Now wait, my friends. | can vouch for the angel—" Sond began.

"Ah, hal So you'rein this, too. | might have known, you thieving eater of horseflesh!" Fedj blocked Sond's path.
"This from one who beds with sheep!" Sond retorted scornfully. "Get out of my way, coward.”

"Coward! All know it was the son of your master who fled a battle dressed as a woman!"

Steel flashed in the hands of the djinn.

"Take my advice, Pukah, and get her out of here!" came ayawning voice from somewhere down at their feet. Usti lay
flat on his back, hands folded over hisfat belly, peering up at them.

"Perhaps you'reright," said Pukah, somewhat daunted
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and dismayed at the glittering eyes and glinting blades closing in on him.

"I'm not going!" Agrid retorted. Her white wings fanned back and forth in her agitation, her golden
hair—<tirred by the wind she created—floated in acloud about her face. "Stop it!" Running forward, she
hurled hersalf between Fedj and Sond, blocking their swords with her small white hands. "Don't you see?



Thisis Kaug'sdoing! He wantsto divide us, split us up. Then he can devour us piece by piecel”

Roughly shoving the angdl aside, Fedj lunged at Sond. Asrid fell to the ground, in imminent danger of
being trampled by the combatants, and Pukah, with afrantic cry, leaped to drag her out of the way.
Before he could reach her, another figure sprang up from the flowers that were being torn to shreds by
brawling, samping feet.

Thelithe, supplefigure of adjinniyeh clothed in flowing slken pantalons and digphanous veils tood in
front of thefdlen Asria, guarding the angdl's body with her own.

"Nedjmal" Sond gasped, falling backward, trembling from head to foot.

Dropping his sword, the enraptured djinn held out his arms and took astep forward, only to find himself
suddenly blocked by the massive girth of agigantic, scimitar-wielding eunuch who reared up from the
earth like amountain and stood rocklike and immovable between Sond and the djinniyeh.

Nedjma did not quite come up to Sond's shoulder. She barely came up to Rgaswaist. But the enraged
glance sheflashed the djinn lopped off heads, cut brawny torsosin two, and reduced towering mounds of
muscle and brawn to quivering lumps of immorta flesh. Gently and tenderly, without spesking aword,
Nedjma bent down and helped Asrid to her feet. Putting her arm protectively around the angdl's
shoulder, she drew the white-robed body close to her own. With alast, flaring glance at Sond, Nedjma
disappeared, taking the eunuch and Asria with her.

Hisface burning with shame, his body shaking with thwarted passion, Sond bent over and retrieved his
sword. Straightening, he avoided Fedj's eyes. Fedj, for his part, sheathed his sword and s ouched out of
the circle, muttering something about women minding their own affairs and staying
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out of those of men, but not saying it loudly enough that it could be overheard by those velled and
perfumed figures whispering indignantly together on the balcony.

Pukah watched anxioudy until he saw white wings and golden hair being soothed and comforted above.

"Widl, now that that's settled,”" began the young djinn brightly, stepping into the center of the garden, "let
me introduce mysdlf. | am Pukah, the hero of Serinda. Y ou don't remember me, but 1 saved your lives,
at great risk to my own. It waslike this—"

At that moment, Kaug struck.

Chapter 6

A blast of wind from the 'efreet's cavernous mouth swept through the pleasure garden. Tall palms bent double, torn
leaves and petalsfilled the air like rain, water sloshed over thetiled rims of the ornamental pools. Usti, rudely
awakened, dove for cover beneath aflower bed. On the balcony above, the djinniyeh screamed and caught hold of
their fluttering veils, striving to see what was going on while the eunuchs pushed them toward the safety of the
palace. Below, the djinn grimly drew their swords and braced themselves against the buffeting wind.

Fed by his God, the 'efreet's power had grown immense, and so had his size. Many times taller than the tallest minaret
that graced the palace, many times wider than the walls surrounding it, Kaug lumbered across the immortal plane. The
ground that existed only in the minds of those who stood upon it shook with the footfalls of the giant 'efreet. His
breath was a gale, his hands could have picked up the huge Raja and tossed him lightly from the heavens. All the djinn
in the garden, standing each upon the others' shoulders, could not have achieved Kaug's height.

Y et they faced him. They would not give up meekly, as they had heard rumors of other immortals doing. Akhran



himself—his flesh wounded and bleeding, absorbing the hurts
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inflicted on his people as he suffered at the same time from their dwindling faith—continued to fight. So would his
immortals, until their power was drained, the strength of the mind that created their bodies depleted, and the bodies
themselves vanquished, lying broken and bloody on the field of battle.

Kaug stopped just outside the walls of the garden and stared down with mocking triumph at the djinn within.

Sond took a step forward and raised his sword defiantly. Nedjma's perfume was in the djinn's nostrils; the memory of
that scathing look she had cast him burned his mind. "Be gone, Kaug, while you still have a chance to save your

worthless hide. If you leave now, we will not harm you."

Kaug's ugly face twisted into a grotesque smile. Taking a step forward, he calmly flattened one entire section of wall
with a stamp of hisfoot.

"Sond!" said Kaug pleasantly, moving his other foot and crushing another section of wall. "So you are here? | am
pleased, astonished but pleased. | thought you would have returned to the Tel, for | heard that former master of
yours— poor old Mgjiid—has given up and is courting Death. Now there's awoman who will bring peaceto his
harem!"

Sond's face paled visibly. He cast a swift glance at Fedj, who averted his face from his brother djinn's alarmed,
guestioning eyes.

"And little Pukah," continued the 'efreet, his rumbling voice cracking the foundation stones of the palace, "here you
are while your master sizzles like alump of hot lead upon the Sun's Anvil. He, too, courts Death, and | fancy he will like
her better than the wife he has!" Kaug chuckled and swung his hand, and atower was swept from the castle walls. The
djinn scrambled to avoid the debris that crashed into the garden around them, but remained standing in the ruins, grim
and determined.

"You must be sorry you left my service, little Pukah!" The 'efreet continued taunting them, but Pukah was only half
listening, most of his attention being concentrated on a conversation taking place within his brain between himself and
himsdf.

"We cannot win this, you know, Pukah," he stated.
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"You, Pukah, are wise as aways," his alter ego agreed with asigh.

"And | am smarter than this heap of fish flesh," argued Pukah.

"Of course!" answered Pukah stoutly, knowing what was expected.

"Here's my plan." Pukah presented it, not without some pride. "What do you think of it?' he demanded when his ater
ego remained silent for arather prolonged period of time.

"There are ... a certain number of flaws," suggested Pukah timidly.

"Of course, | haven't had time to work out all the details." Pukah glowered at himself, who considered that it might be
time to keep quiet but couldn't forbear bringing up one more problem.

"What about Asrial?"

"Ah!" Pukah sighed. "Y ou'reright. | had forgotten." Then he said in a softer, sadder voice, "I don't think it will matter,
friend. | don't believe there is any hope." "But you should talk to her!" Pukah urged. "I will," Pukah conceded hastily,
"but | must start thisto working immediately, so please shut up.”

Theinner Pukah was instantly silent, and the outer Pukah— all this having taken only flashing momentsin his
quicksilver brain—bowed gracefully to the 'efreet.

"Truly, Kaug the Magnificent, seeing you now in your glory and majesty, | do deeply regret that | gavein to the vile



threats of the brutish Sond and allowed him to force me to leave your side.”

Astounded and enraged, the djinn turned and glared at Pukah. Sond made a furious lunge at him, only to be stopped
by the 'efreet's commanding voice.

"Halt! No onetouch him. | find him. . . amusing." Squatting down, his hulking form casting a shadow black as night
over the garden, his breath flattening trees, Kaug confronted Pukah. " So you want to be back in my service, do you,
Little Pukah? Better that than the Realm of the Dead, en?"

The 'efreet cast asignificant glance around at al the djinn
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and the djinniyeh, peering through the windows above, and had the pleasure of seeing them all blench and cringe.
Kaug grinned. "Y es, the Realm of the Dead. Y ou remember that, don't you? No more human bodies, no more human
pleasures and feelings, no more romps on earth, no more battles and wars, no more human food and drink"—a muffled
moan could be heard, coming from beneath one of the flower beds—"no more djinn and djinniyeh. Nameless,
shapeless servants of Death, that's what you'll become once I'm finished with you. When you no longer answer their
prayers, the humans you serve will think they have been abandoned by their God. They will turn to Quar, to a God
who listens to them, and to me—a servant who knows how to provide for their every need and desire as—"

"—as agood master provides for his daves," supplemented Pukah.

Kaug glowered, this not being the most flattering of metaphors. But Pukah's face was bland and innocent, his tone
admiring as he continued. "It appears to me that this will mean atremendous amount of work for you, O Kaug, and
though | have no doubt that your shoulders are big enough to bear the burden, it cannot help but reduce your time for
... uh...whatever pleasures you like to pursue." Momentarily flustered, Pukah had no ideawhat pleasures these
might be, and he certainly didn't care to think on it agreat deal.

"My pleasureis serving Quar!" Kaug roared, straightening to his full height, his head punching a hole in the starry
sky.

"Oh, yes, it must be, of course!" stammered Pukah, the resultant gale knocking him off his feet. "But," he continued
cunningly, picking himself back up, "you won't be serving Quar, will you? You'll be serving humans! Answering to
their every whim. 'See that my twelve daughters are married to rich husbands!' ‘Bring me a chest of gold and two
caskets of jewels!' 'Cure this ailment from which my goat suffers!' '‘Convince my son that he wants ajob selling iron
potsin the marketplace!' 'Make my dwelling as large as my neighbor's!' 'Deliver—"

"Enough!" Kaug muttered. It was plain from the angry
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expression on the 'efreet's face that Pukah's shot had hitvavital spot. Endeavoring to fight awar in
heaven, atempting to foment distrust and hatred among the various factions of immortals, Kaug was
continualy being forced to leave hisimportant work to perform those very degrading tasks that Pukah
had mentioned. Just afew days ago, in fact, he'd had to |eave a pitched battle with the imps and demons
of Agtafas and return to earth to carry the houri, Meryem, to an audience with the Imam.

"What awasteit will be," added Pukah sadly, "to set usdl to guarding the dead, who, after dl, aren'tin
that much need of guarding. Not to mention serving Death. She doesn't have half the respongbility that
you carry, O Kaug the Overburdened.”

Pukah dlowed hisvoiceto trail off, seeing athoughtful look crinkle the 'efreet's eyes. "Perhapsthis
intense mental processwill rupture something,” the djinn muttered hopefully. A frown formed in the
beetling brows, and he hastened to forestall what he guessed would be the 'efreet's next argument. "I am
certain that Quar, having depleted his own supply of immortas—in amost worthy cause, | grant you, but
leaving you, unfortunately, short of help—Quar will be most pleased at your resourcefulness and
ingenuity in being ableto furnish your Great God with additiond help to run theworld."



Kaug absently uprooted atree or two as he considered this latest proposition. Sond, taking advantage of
the 'efreet's preoccupation, sidled nearer Pukah and hissed out of the side of his mouth, "Have you gone
med?'

"Canyou win afight against him?' Pukah demanded in apiercing whisper.
"No," Sond conceded grudgingly.

"Do you want to guard the Realm of the Dead?”

"No!"

"Then beslent and let me—"

Kaug fixed Pukah with astedly-eyed gaze, and the djinn wasimmediately al polite and respectful
attention.

"Y ou are saying, Little Pukah, that you and your brethren should come work for meinstead of Degth?”
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Pukah bowed, hands pressed together prayerfully. "Wewill be honored—"

"Wewill be damned!" Sond started to shout, but Pukah's elbow in Sond's solar plexus deprived the djinn
of breath, voice, and defiance al at one blow. Thereis no doubt the other djinn would have shouted their
own resistance but that the baleful eye of the 'efreet swiveled round and gazed fiercely at each of them.

Gracefully Pukah glided in front of the gasping Sond and faced the 'efreet.

"Most Generous Kaug, my brethren are, as you can see, overwhelmed by the opportunity. They are
stupefied and cannot expresstheir thanksin afitting manner.”

"Thanks for what? I've made no offer yet!"

"Ah," said Pukah, looking at Kaug out of the corner of hiseye, "you dare do nothing without consulting
Quar. | understand.”

"I dowhat | please!l” thundered the 'efreet, the blast smashing every pane of glass on the djinn'simmortal
plane.

"Still, we wouldn't want to rush things. Give my brethren and me seventy-two hours human timeto
consider your terms and decide whether or not we accept.”

Kaug's great eyes blinked. The 'efreet was somewhat confused. It was an unusua fedling for the generdly
sharp-witted Kaug, but then he'd had much on hismind lately. He did not recall offering terms. Or had
he? The 'efreet knew that somewhere held lost control of the Situation, and this angered him. He
consdered flattening castle, garden, and theseirritating djinn at a bregth, then snatching their immortal
spiritsfrom the shells of their bodies and sending them forthwith to Degth. But at that moment, Kaug
heard agong ring three times.

Quar was summoning him. Undoubtedly some human needed his donkey scrubbed.

"Y ou can dways return and squash us later, if that iswhat you decide," suggested Pukah in the most
respectful tones. "We're not likely to go anywhere." Except to rescue our master from the Sun's Anwvil,
the djinn added to himself, exulting in hisown cleverness.



Seventy-two hours. Kaug considered. Y es, he could al-
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ways return and squash them later. And in the meantime, seventy-two hours would be long enough to pluck athorn
from Quar'sflesh.

"Smart Little Pukah," said Kaug to himself, "you shall have your seventy-two hours to hatch whatever plan is picking
itsway out of the shell of your mind. Seventy-two hours that will be the death of the Calif and soon be the death—or
enslavement—of al of you."

"Seventy-two hours," Kaug stated out loud and—at the insistent clanging of the gong—the 'efreet started to leave.
Seeming, at the last moment, to remember something, Kaug returned. "Oh, and you're quite right, Little Pukah," he said,

grinning as he dropped a huge iron cage over the palace and gardens of the ancient djinn. "Y ou're not going
anywhere!"

Chapter 7

Khardan started up out of an exhausted sleep he never meant to take. He was wide-awake, aert. Unconscious, his
mind had warned him of danger, and now, crouching in the meager shade offered by atall sand dune, he stared around
to discover what had quickened his heartbeat and pricked his skin.

He did not have to look long or far. The distant, ominous grinding sound came to him instantly. Turning his head to
the west, the direction they were traveling, he saw athick cloud on the horizon. It was a strange cloud, for it came from
the land, not the sky. Its color was peculiar—a pale gray tinged with ocher.

In the top of the cloud, two huge, glistening eyes stared down at Khardan.

"An 'efreet,”" the Calif said aloud, though no one heard him. Beside him, huddled in the sand, Zohra slept, and next to
her Mathew either dept or was dead, Khardan didn't know which. The boy had pitched forward on hisface,
unconscious, and nothing would rouse him.

Khardan looked away. If the boy was dead, he was lucky. If he wasn't, he would be soon.

Serindawas no longer visible on the horizon. The 'efreet might have swallowed it up, for all Khardan knew.

Glaring at the 'efreet and the sandstorm it generated,
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Khardan clenched his hand over the hilt of the dagger he wore in his sash. His djinn had provided the dagger, just as
they had provided clothes and water. They had thought of everything.

Everything except defeat.

Khardan wondered where Pukah was. Endaved? Guarding the Realm of the Dead?

"If so," Khardan muttered, "you are liable to see your master very shortly!"

The death of the desert isaterrible one. It is adeath of swollen tongue and cracked lips, a death of pain and suffering
and eventual, tortured madness. Drawing his dagger, Khardan stared at the sharp, curved blade. Heturned it in his
hand. The sun, not yet obscured by the deadly, yellowish cloud, blazed on the steel, half blinding him.

Zohra slept the sleep of exhaustion and did not waken when he gently rolled her over onto her back. Khardan sat for

long moments, staring at her face. He was dazed by the heat, and though the storm was still far away, there was a gritty
taste in the air that was already making it difficult to breathe.



How long her eyelashes were. Long and thick and black, the lashes cast shadows over her smooth skin. He brushed
his finger across them, and then, reaching out, he gently if clumsily unclasped the veil and removed it from her face.

Her mouth was parted, her tongue ran across it as though she drank in her sleep. Lifting the girba, he poured the
water—the last of the water—onto the curved lips. He spilled most of it; the sand drank it greedily and seemed thirsty
for more.

Soon it would have aricher, warmer liquid.

Zohra smiled, sighed, and drew a deep, easy breath. The expression of fierce pride was gone, softened and smoothed
by weariness and suffering. Khardan found that he missed it. A burning hot wind rose from in front of the Calif,
whipping his robes around him. He glanced up. Asthe wind blew stronger, the cloud grew larger, the grinding sound
louder, the evil eyesin the cloud nearer. Resolutely, Khardan turned the peaceful, serene face away from him.

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN
b

"Farewell, wife," he said softly. It seemed there should be more to say between them, but he couldn't think of anything.
He was too tired, too dazed by the heat. When they met again beyond, then perhaps he could explain, could tell her
everything that had been in his heart.

The Cdlif placed the point of the dagger on the skin right below Zohrasleft ear.

A sound—aringing sound, the tinkling sound of bells that accompanies a camel's plodding, splayfooted steps over
the sand—arrested the killing stroke. Khardan paused, raising his head, wondering if the desert madness had
overtaken him already.

"Pukah! Sond!" He meant it to be a shout, but the words came from his throat no more than a painful croak. There was
no answer, but he heard the ringing clearly. If it was madness, then it had a smell aswell. The odor of camel was
unmistakable.

Sheathing the dagger, Khardan rose hastily to his feet and scrambled and crawled up to the top of the dune.
Crouched on the ridge, his arms braced against the blasting wind, the Calif looked bel ow and saw camels—four of
them tethered together—pl odding through the sand. But there were no djinn hovering triumphantly in the air above
them. There was only asingle rider. Swathed from head to toe in the black, flowing robes of the nomad, he kept his
face covered against the sandstorm. Only his eyes were visible, and as he drew near, these stared straight at Khardan.
In the next instant, Khardan saw the stranger's hand dart into his robes.

Realizing suddenly that he was an excellent target poised on the ridge of the dune, the Calif cursed and, hand on his
own dagger, slipped swiftly back behind the dune's rim. Peering cautiously over the edge, he kept the stranger within
sight.

The man in black made a swift, deft throwing motion. Sun flared on stedl. Flinching, Khardan instinctively flattened
himself. The knife thudded into the sand, hilt up, inchesin front of the nomad's nose.

Khardan barely glanced at the knife. He stared warily at the stranger, waiting for the attack. The man relaxed in the
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came saddle. Leaning one arm easily upon the leg that was crassed in front to help him maintain his
bal ance, he gestured toward the thrown dagger. Squinting his eyes againsgt the blowing sand, the Cdlif
diverted his gaze from the stranger to the wespon.

The hilt was made of gold, inlaid with Slver, and it was fashioned in adesign he himsdlf had worn ona
suit of black armor. Two ruby eyeswinked at Khardan from the head of a severed snake.



Chapter 8

Lowering hisfacecloth, Audaibn Jad shouted over therising sorm. "Grestings, brother!™

Khardan scrambled and did halfway down the side of the dune and halted some distance from the Black
Paladin. Eyes narrowed against the tinging sand, the Calif stood, unmov-ing. 1bn Jad urged die
grumbling camelsforward.

"For aman who was expecting Degth, you don't look glad to seeme," heydlled.
"Perhapsthat isbecauseit is Death | see,” returned Khardan.

Snagging awaterskin from his saddle, Auda offered it to the nomad.

"l need nothing," said the Cdif, not glancing at the water, his gaze fixed on the Black Paadin.

"Ah, of course. Y ou have drunk your fill from the vast riversthat run through thisland.” Audalifted the
girba to hislipsand drank deeply. Water trickled down the corners of his mouth, flowing into the short,
neatly trimmed black beard that graced his strong jawline. Replacing the stopper, he wiped his
mustached lipswith the back of his hand, then cast aglance at the approaching sandstorm. "And, ona
cool day like today, a man does not thirst as he doeswhen it is—"

97

98 WEISAND HICKMAN
"Why areyou here?' Khardan demanded. " How did you leave the castle?"

Auda glanced up at therapidly darkening sky. "First | suggest we make what shelter we can befor e the enemy
strikes."

"Tel menow or wewill both diewhere we stand!"

Audaregarded him slently, then shrugged and leaned close to be heard. "I |eft as you did, nomad. | placed my lifein
the hands of my God, and he gave it back to me!" The thin lips smiled. "The Black Sorceress called for my execution. |
was accused of aiding prisoners to escape and asked if | had anything to say in my defense. | said you and | had
shared blood. Closer man brothers born, our lives were pledged to each other. | had vowed this, before the God, before
Zhakrin."

"They believed you?'

"They had no choice. The God himself, Zhakrin, appeared before them. Heis weak, his form indistinct and constantly
shifting. But he has returned to us," Auda said with quiet pride, "and the strength of our faith increases his power
daily!"

These evil people had never wavered in their faith, even when it seemed their God had left them forever. Now he was
increasing in strength. Our God, Akhran . . . wounded . . . dying. Khardan flushed uncomfortably and, reaching out his
hand, took the waterskin from the Black Paladin. He drank sparingly, but Audawaved a hand at his camels. "Take your
fill. Thereismore."

"There are othersin my care," Khardan said.
A spark flickered deep in Auda's dark, hooded eyes.

"So they survived, the two who were with you? The beautiful, black-haired wildcat, your wife, and the gentle
Blossom? Where are they?"

"They lie on the other side." Covering his mouth and nose with the cloth against the blowing sand, Khardan turned
and began to clamor up the side of the dune, wondering why it was like setting a spark to dry tinder to hear the Black



Paladin praise Zohra.
Tugging hard on the camel's lead, shouting imperative
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commands, Auda dragged the recalcitrant animals to their knees at the bottom of the dune where they might find some
protection from the fury of the storm.

Zohrawas awake. Hearing their voices, she had climbed partway up the dune to meet them.
"Mat-hew!" Khardan shouted, pointing and indicating with awave of his hand that Zohra was to bring the boy with
her.

She understood and slid back down to get him. Hand on his shoulder, she shook him hard. There was no response,
and she glanced up helplessly at Khardan.

The 'efreet howled furiously, sand swirled around them, making it nearly impossible to see. Sliding down tire side of
the dune, Khardan reached Zohra. Between them, they pum-meled and screamed and managed at |ast to wake the
young man and indicate to him that he must climb the dune to escape the storm.

Dazed and uncomprehending, Mathew did what he was told, responding to the hands that dragged him along and the
voicesthat yelled in his ear. Once over the top, he collapsed and slithered down the side. Auda caught him and carried
him to where the camels crouched, heads hunched down. Propping the boy up against the flanks of the animals,
sheltered from the blasting wind, Auda flung a blanket over him and returned to assist Zohra.

Black eyes blazing, she drew away from Auda as he would have taken her hand, and stumbled through the sand to
make her own shelter near Mathew. She would not even accept water until Khardan took it from the Paladin's hand and
gaveitto her.

Shrugging, Auda leaned back against the flanks of the camel he had been riding. Khardan sank down next to him.
"Thisisuseless," heyelled. "We cannot fight an 'efreet!"

"Ah, but we do not fight alone,” Audareplied calmly.

Looking up into the sky, startled, Khardan saw that the eyesin the storm cloud were no longer gazing at him but at

something on their own level, something he could not see. A strong breeze, cool and damp and smelling faintly of salt
spray, rose up from the opposite direction, blowing against
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the 'efreet. Caught in the crosscurrents of opposing winds, the sand swept about them in blinding, whirling
clouds. The camesfaced out the storm stolidly. The humans ducked benegth blankets. Despite that, sand
clogged their mouths and noses, sending them coughing and choking, making each breath a struggle.

Abruptly the ‘efreet drew back. The winds ceased to howl, the sand quit its eerie wailing. Stirring,
displacing amound of sand that covered him, Khardan raised his head.

"Either the 'efreet baieves we are dead, or he has decided to leave and let the sun finish us off," he
dated, spitting grit from hismouth. "The creatureisgone.”

Audadid not respond. The Pdadin's eyes were closed, and the Calif heard afaint murmuring coming
from behind the folds of the haik.

Heispraying, Khardan redlized. "So it was your God who let you go," he said gruffly whenibn Jad
opened his eyes and reached for the girba.



"1 am honor bound to keep my vow," Audareplied, swishing water in his mouth and spitting it out.
"Zhakrin commanded that | be set free. Free ... to keep another vow—a vow made by another brother."

"I think I know of thisvow." Khardan accepted the girba and, out of habit, drank sparingly.
"They told you of it that night. ..."

Thefirst night at Castle Zhakrin. The Calif had been present—a prisoner—at ameeting of the Black
Pdadins and had heard the story Audawas now repesting.

"Dying a the feet of the accursed priest of Quar, dying of woundsinflicted by his own hand so that the
kafir could not clam hislife nor their God his soul, Catdus, my brother in Zhakrin, laid the blood curse
of our God upon the Imam. | have been chosen to redeem that curse.”

Khardan's gaze shifted from the man'simpassive face to the silver-and-gold hilt that could be seen
protruding from hissash. "An n'sdagger?'

"Yes. Benario, God of the Stedlthy, has blessed it.”

Grunting, Khardan shook hishead. "Y ou are afool." With this pronouncement, he settled himself more
comfortably back againgt the camel and closed hiseyes.
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Audagrinned. "Then | travel with aparty of fools. How do you think | found you here? How do you
think | cameto be carrying water enough for three, or that | have brought three riding camels with me?"

Khardan shrugged. "That iseasy. Y ou followed our tracks through the sand. Asfor bringing dong the
camds, perhaps you like their company!"

Auda laughed—a sound like rocks splitting apart. From his smooth face and cruel, cold eyes, it seemed
he did not laugh often. His mirth ended quickly—rocks tumbling down the sde of adliff and vanishing
into achasm of darkness. Leaning near, Audagrasped hold of the Cdif'sarm, his strong fingers digging
deeply into the flesh.

"Zhakrin guided mel" he hissed, and Khardan felt hot breath upon his cheek. " Zhakrin sent meto follow
you, and it was Zhakrin who drove off Quar's 'efreet! Once again | have saved your life, nomad. | have
kept my vow to you.

"Now you will keep yoursto me!"

figix Chapter 9

They dept fitfully through the day, sheltered from the searing heat in asmall tent carried by the djemdl,
Auda's baggage camd . With the setting of the sun they woke, ate tastel ess unleavened bread dso
provided by the Black Paadin, drank hiswater, then prepared to leave. Few words were spoken.

Though intensely curious about Audaand hisarriva that had saved their lives, Zohra could not ask
Khardan about him, and the Calif—grim and stern-faced and silent—volunteered no information. It was
unseemly for awoman to question her husband, and though Zohra normaly cared little about proprieties,



she felt astrange reluctance to flout them before the Black Paladin. She kept her eyeslowered, aswas
proper, when she went about the small dutiesinvolved in preparing and serving their meager medl, but
glancing a him from benesth the fringe of her lashes, she never faled to notice ibn Jad watching her.

Had there been lust or desirein the black eyes, or even exasperated fury as she was accustomed to
seeing in Khardan's, Zohrawould have discounted and scorned it. But the Paladin'sflat gaze, expressive
of no emotion whatsoever, unnerved her. She found hersdlf stedling furtive glances a him more often than
sheintended, hoping to catch some glimmer of inner light in the eyes, gain someideaof histhoughts and
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intentions. Whenever she did, she was disconcerted to find her glances returned.

She could have whispered her doubts and fears to Mathew, except that the young man was behaving
most oddly. Slow to waken, he moved duggishly and stared about him in adazed manner that took in the
presence of Audaibn Jad without surprise or comment. He drank as much asthey alowed him but
refused food and lay down again while the rest of them ate. Only when ibn Jad shook his shoulder to
rouse him when it wastime to leave did Mathew reect to the man as though he remembered him, flinching
away from histouch and staring a him with wild, glistening eyes.

But he meekly followed ibn Jad when bidden to rise and leave the tent. Obediently and without question,
he mounted the came and alowed the two men to position him comfortably in the saddle.

Zohrawatched Mathew's strange behavior with concern and again, had they been done, would have
caled it to Khardan's attention. Once or twice she endeavored to catch the Calif's attention. Khardan
avoided her pointedly, and— with ibn Jad's eyes aways on her, even when he was looking a something
else—Zohrakept Slent.

"Wewill reach Serinda before morning,” Audaannounced asthey rode out into the rapidly cooling air of
the night. "It iswdl that | came dong, brother. For had you made it across the Sun's Anvil to Serinda
aive, there—in the city of desth— you would surely have died. Thereisno water in Serinda” "How
could that happen?' asked Khardan disbelievingly, the first words other than commands or ingtructions
concerning their leaving he had uttered. "They must have dug their wells deep, to provide water for so
many. How could Serindaswells ever run dry?'

"Dug?' Twidtingin hissaddle, Audaglanced at Khardan, riding beside him, with amusement. "They dug
no wells, nomad. The people of Serinda used machinesto suck the water out of the Kurdin Sea. The
water flowed dong great candsthat stood high in the air and emptied into hauz for the city'suse. | have
heard it said that these canals could sometimes be made to take the water directly into aman's dwelling.”
"It istoo bad we have no children traveling with us,"
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Khardan remarked. "They would be fascinated by such lies. | suppose you will tel me next that these
people of Serindawere fish people, who drank salt water."

Audadid not seem offended at this reaction to histaes. "The Kurdin Seawas not ways sdty, or 0|
have heard the wise men in the court of Khandar teach. Bethat true or not, | repeat wewill find no water
at Serinda. There will be shelter from the sun there, however. We can spend tomorrow safely within its
walls, then travel the next night. We have water enough to last that long, but no longer. Thefollowing day



when we reach your camp around the Tel, we can lead your people to war against Quar. |
presume’'—Audaturned hisflat, glittering eyes upon Khardan—"that your own wells have not run
completely dry?"

It was obvious he was not speaking of weter.

"Thewells of my people run deep and pure!” Khardan retorted, resenting the insinuation but not daring to
say more, since the Paladin's remarks hit closdly near the center of histarget. Flicking the camel stick
across the beast's shoulder, he kicked at the camd's flanks with his hedls, driving the animal forward to
take the lead.

Riding behind me men, her attention divided between ligtening to the conversation and worriedly watching
aswaying, groggy Mathew, Zohraknew by the hunch of the man's shouldersthat Audawas regarding
Khardan speculatively.

Her fingers curled over the reins, unconscioudy twisting and pleeting the leather. She had never—until
now—nheard true fear in her husband's voice.

Chapter 10

It wasin the dark shadows of the walls of Serinda, just as the eastern sky was beginning to brighten with
the coming of day, that Mathew tumbled from his saddle and lay like one dead in the sand.

More than once on the long journey, Zohra had seen the young man's head nod listlesdy, his shoulders
dump, and his body begin to dant sdeways. Riding up beside him, she lashed out with the camel stick,
griking him ablow across his shoulders. Thethin, flexible stick bit through cloth and into flesh like a
whip—apainful but effective means of wakening adrifting rider. Mathew jerked upright. In the starlit
darkness she could see him staring at her in puzzled hurt. Dropping back behind him, she put her hand to
her velled lips, enjoining him to silence. Khardan would have little patience with aman who could not Sit a
camd.

Zohrasaw Mathew start to sway when they reached Serinda, but she could not urge her camel forward
fast enough to catch him. She knelt beside him. One touch of her hand upon his hot, dry forehead told
her what she had |ong begun to suspect.

"Thefever," shesaid to Khardan.

Lifting the young man in hisarms—the youth'sfrail body was as light as that of awoman's—Khardan
carried him through the gates of Serinda. Half-buried in the sand, the
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gates that had once kept out formidable enemies now stood open to the one enemy that could never be
defeated—time.

Pukah would not have recognized this city asthe one in which he had performed his heroics. Quar's spell
had made it gppear to theimmortas as they wanted to seeit—arallicking city of teeming life and sudden
death. Streets choked with sand were streets choked with brawling mobs. Doorsfalling from their rusted
hinges were doors broken in fights. The wind that whispered desolately through empty, dust covered



rooms was the whispering laughter of immortal lovers. The spell broken, Desth once more walked the
world, and Serinda was a city even She had abandoned long ago.

Audaled them through the empty, windswept streets to a building that he said was once the home of a
wesdlthy, powerful family. Zohra, interested only in finding shelter for Mathew, paid scant attention to
private bathing pools of colorful inlaid tile or the remains of statuary; except perhapsto note in shock that
the bodies of the humans portrayed were completely naked. Though broken and defiled by centuries of
looters, it was easy to seethat their sculptors had given careful consideration to every detall.

Zohrawas too concerned.about Mathew to pay attention to carved rock. When Khardan had lifted him
in hisarms, Mathew had |ooked straight up at him and had not known him. The young man spokeina
language none of them understood and it was obvious from his rambling tone and occasiond shouts and
ydlstha what he was saying probably made little sense anyway.

Searching through the many-roomed dwelling, they findly found one chamber whose walswere ill
intact. Located in theinterior of thelarge house, it seemed likely to offer relief from the midday hest.

"Thiswill do," said Zohra, kicking aside some of the larger fragments of broken rock thet littered the
floor. "But he cannot lay on the hard stone.”

"I will look for bedding," offered Audaibn Jad. Silently as a shadow, he dipped from the room.

Sunlight streamed through acrack in the celling, its danting rays visblein the haze of dust and fine sand
that their arrival had raised up from the stonefloor. The light glistened

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN
107

in Mathew's flaming red hair, touched the pallid face, glinted in the fever-glazed eyesthat sared at Sghts
only he could see. Khardan held him easily, securely. The young man's head lolled against the nomad's
strong chest, afeehly twitching hand dangled over the Cdifsarm.

Moving near to brush alock of hair from Mathew's burning forehead, Zohra asked in alow, tense tone,
"Why hasthat man come?"

"Thank Akhran hedid," Khardan replied without looking at her.

"l wasnot afraid to die," Zohraanswered steadily, "not even when | felt the point of your dagger touch
my skin."

Khardan's gaze turned on her in astonishment. She had not been adeep! She had redlized what he meant
to do and why he had to do it, and she had chosen not to make it difficult for him. Lying completely ill,
shamming deep, shewould have met her degth at his hand unflinchingly, unpro-testing. Akhran himself
knew what courage that must have taken!

Awed, Khardan could only stare at her wordlesdy. In hisarms Mathew stirred and moaned. Zohra
moved her hand to caress the boy's cheek. Her dark eyesraised to look in Khardan's.

"That man?' she perssted softly. "Heisevil! Why—"
"An oath," Khardan growled. "I swore an oath—"

A scraping sound warned them of the Black Paladin's return. He backed in through the chamber door,



dragging awool-stuffed pallet with him.

"Itisfilthy. Others have used it before usfor avariety of purposes,” said Auda. "Butitisal | could find. |
shook it out in the street and did odged severd inhabitants who were none too pleased at finding
themselves homeless once more. But at least Blossom will not add scorpion stingsto his other troubles.
Where do you want it?"

Keeping her eyeslowered, Zohra pointed wordlessy to the coolest corner of the room. Audathrew the
mattress down and kicked it into place with hisfoot. Zohra spread afelt camel blanket on top, then
motioned for Khardan to put Mathew down. With clumsy gentleness, the Cdif eased the suffering young
man onto the palet. The young man'swide-
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open eyes stared at them wildly; he spoke and tried weakly to sit up but could barely lift his head.

"Will he be well by morning?' asked ibn Jad.

Kneeling beside her patient, Zohra shook her head.

"Then, moreto the point," continued the Black Paladin, "will he be dead by morning?"

Zohraturned her head; the dark eyeslooked directly at Audaibn Jad for the first time since he had joined them. For
long moments she gazed at him in silence; then her eyes shifted to Khardan. "Bring water," she ordered—it wasa

woman's right to command when fighting sickness—and turned back to Mathew.

The two men left the building, walking through Serinda's silent streets to fetch the camels that had been left hobbled
just within the gates.

Pulling down his facecloth, Auda smoothed his beard, ruefully shaking his head. "I swear by Zhakrin, nomad, | felt the
firein that look of hers scorch my flesh! | shall bear the scar the rest of my life."

Khardan walked without reply, the haik covering his own face, any glimmer of his thoughts lost in the cloth's shadow.
Raising an eyebrow, Auda smiled, a smile that was absorbed and hidden by the black beard. Growing graver, the pale
face smooth and impassive once more, he laid a slender, long-fingered hand upon Khardan's arm and brought the man
to ahalt.

"Draw her away, on some pretext or other. It need not be long."

"No." Khardan resumed hiswalk, his face averted from ibn Jad's, his eye staring straight ahead.

"There are ways that leave no mark. The boy succumbed to the fever. She will never know. My friend"—Auda pitched
his voice louder to reach Khardan, who continued to walk away from him—"either Blossom dies now or we al dieina
few days when the water runs out.”

Khardan made a swift, angry, negating gesture with his hand, sicing it knifelike through the heat-shimmering air.

"My God will not allow the staying of my quest!" called ibn Jad.
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Khardan reached the gates where the camels waited with the grumbling patience of their kind.

Audaremained standing, his arms folded across his chest.

"Unless you want to find that two have died by morning, nomad, you will take your woman out of that room and keep
her out."

Khardan stopped, his hand resting on the splintered wood of the sand-mired gate. The fingers clenched. He did not
turn around. "How long," he asked abruptly, "do you need?"



"The count of athousand heartbeats," answered Auda ibn Jad.

Soft-footed, Khardan entered the house they had taken over in Serinda, moving silently in the shadows
that danted across the corridors of the long-abandoned dwelling. Always uncomfortable within walls, the
nomad felt doubly ill a ease walking the hals of another man's home without his permission or
knowledge. No matter whether it was a Sultan's palace or the most tattered tent of the lowest tribe
member, a home was a sacred place, inviolate—entered with ceremony, left with ceremony. And though
this dwelling had been looted and stripped of its va uable possessions hundreds of years before, the
mundane, everyday objects of those unknown people had been preserved in the dry air of the desert so
that it seemed to Khardan as though the owners must return any moment—the women bewailing the
destruction, the men angered and demanding revenge.

The nomad haslittle sense of time. Change means nothing to him, since hislife changes daily. The nomead
isthe center of hisown universe; he is hisown universe. He must be, in order to survive his harsh world.
The degths of thousandsin anearby city will mean nothing to him. The steding of a sheep from hisfold
will send him to war. Standing within these walls, Khardan had a sudden glimpse of time, the universe,
and hisown part init. No longer was he the
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center, the man the sun rose for daily, the man for whom the stars shone, the man the winds buffeted and
challenged to battle in persond contest. Hewas agrain of sand like millions of others. The stars never
knew him. The sun would rise without him some day, the winds toss him heedlesdy asideto pick up
some other speck.

The man who walked this colored tile long ago once thought himsdlf the center of the universe. The
people who built this city knew themselvesto be the gpex of civilization. They had known their God to be
the One, True God.

And now that God was nameless, unremembered, as were the men who worshipped him.

All that remained was of the earth, Sul, the elements. The stones on which Khardan trod werein the
world before man came. Used by man, tooled by man, set in place by man, they would be here when
man was gone.

The thought was humbling, frightening. The Calif'sfingers moved over the smooth surface of the hewn
rock, feding the texture, the coolness within the stone despite the rapidly growing heset of the day outside,
the dight depressions here and there where ahand wielding achisel had dipped.

Sighing, hisface grave, he moved on through the house, where the shadows seemed more welcome than
he was, and quietly entered the room where Mathew lay.

Knedling beside the pallet, her back to the door, Zohra glanced at Khardan as he entered, and glanced
away. Intent on her patient, she wiped the boy's feverish face with adamp cloth.

"Y ou should not be wasting the water," Khardan said in aharsher tone than he had meant to use. Let her
offer what comfort she can. After dl, what doesit matter? He rebuked himsdlf, but it wastoo late.

He knew by the set of her shoulders, the sudden twist of her hands, the wrenching of the cloth as she
sgueezed the liquid back into a cracked bowl, that he had made her angry.



"You aretired, Zohra. Why don't you go to deep?' he said evenly. "I will tend to the young man.”

He saw her flinch, the shouldersjerk, then straighten. She turned to confront him, and he braced himself
to meet with impassive expression the black eyesthat |ooked straight into
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his soul. Patiently, he waited for the storm of her rage to break over him. But her head drooped, her
shoulders dumped, her hands dropped the cloth listlesdy into the water. Sitting back upon her hedls,
Zohraraised her face to ook into the heavens, not to pray, but to force the tears back down her throat.

"Hemeansto kill him, doesn't he?'
"Yes" Khardan could say no more.
"And you will let him!" It was an accusation, acurse.

"Yes," Khardan answered steedily. "Would you leave him adone with thissickness on him, to let the fever
burn him up, or let him do himsdf aninjury in hisravings or be preyed upon by some anima—"

"No!" Zohraglared a him, scorching him with the scorn and fury in her eyes.

"Will you diewith him?' Khardan persisted. " Abandon our people when we are within two days ride of
them? Let dl we have gone through be for nothing? Let dl he has accomplished be for nothing?”

"|—" The seething words died on trembling lips. Thetearsfdl then, diding down her cheeks, leaving
tracksin the dust on her skin, dust that Sifted in dirough every chink in the rock wall.

Khardan knelt beside her. He wanted to take her in hisarms and share his own grief, his own anger, and
the fear, which had overwhemed him in the empty, silent halls of the dead house, of being that grain of
sand. His hand moved to touch her, but at that moment her chin jutted forward proudly, she swiftly

wiped her eyes.
"Youwill kill ibn Jad," she said resolutely.

"I may not. | have taken an oath,” Khardan replied. "Evenif | hadn', | could not kill one who hastwice
saved my life

"Then | will kill him. Give me your dagger.” The black eyeslooked at him fiercely, an odd contrast to the
tears il glistening on her face.

Khardan lowered hisface to hide asmile that came despite the burning in his heart. "That would not solve
matters," he said quietly. "Mathew would still be sick and unableto travel. We would still have water
enough for only
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three days and no way of finding any when that isgone. And it will take ustwo daysto reach the Td."

She could not answer but glared at him with theirrationa rage men hold against one who speaks an



unpleasant truth.

Mathew twisted and moaned. The fever made the bones ache, joints stiffen, and cramped the belly.
Sowly, with agentleness few ever saw, Khardan reached out and laid a hand upon the boy's forehead.

"Rest easy," he murmured, and whether it was the touch or the sound of the loved and admired voice that
penetrated the horrors of delirium, Mathew grew camer. The tortured limbs relaxed. But it would be
only for the moment.

Khardan continued stroking the pale skin that was dry and hot as a sand snake's to the touch.

"Hewill dip from thislife quickly and painlessy. His sufferingswill finaly be at an end. We do him no
disservice, Zohra You and | both know heisnot happy living among us."

"Andif heisnot, whosefault isthat?* Zohra demanded in alow, trembling voice. "Welooked down on
him and sneered at him and reviled him for hisweakness, for disguisng himsdf asawoman in order to
survive. But now we know what it isto be aone and afraid and helplessin astrange and dien place! Did
we acquit ourselves any better? Did we even do aswell? That evil knight may have helped usto escape,
but it was Mat-hew who saved you—"

"Stop it, woman!" Khardan shouted, twisting to hisfeet. "Every word you spesk isaknifein my heart,
and you do not inflict woundsthat | have not aready felt mysdf! But | have no choicel | have madethe
best decison | can, anditisadecison | must live with the rest of my lifel Unlessamiracle occurs and
water fallsfrom the hands of Akhran"— Khardan pointed at Mathew—"the boy must die. If you are
here, and if you try to stop him, ibn Jad will have no compunction over killing you, too." Khardan held
out hishand to her. "l saved the boy'slife in the desert. He and | are even. Will you come and rest before
thisnight'strave ?'

Zohragtared at the hand poised above her, the violent struggle within hersalf gpparent in the flush that
made her face nearly as fevered as Mathew's. She gave Khardan one
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final, piercing glance from her black eyes, a glance tainted with hatred and anger and, amazingly, disappointment—
amazingly to Khardan because we feel disappointment in another only when we expect better than we receive, and
Khardan found it difficult to believe his wife thought even that well of him. Certainly she did not now. Wringing water
from the cloth, she laid it gently on Mathew's brow; then, spurning her husband's outstretched hand, Zohrarose to
her feet.

"I will sleep," she said in an emotionless tone, and brushed past Khardan without another |ook.

Sighing, he saw her wend her way through the corridors of the house, then stood gazing for long moments down at
Mathew.

"What she said istrue," he told the unhealing boy softly. "I understand your unhappiness now, and | am sorry."

He started to say something more, sighed, and abruptly turned away.

"I am sorry!"

Zohra chose deliberately one of the many chambers located near Mathew's and hid within the shadows that played
upon the stone walls. Holding her breath, she watched as the Calif emerged from the doorway. He paused and, lifting
his hands to his eyes, rubbed them and continued down the hallway, shaking his head, toward the door that led

outside.

He passed quite near her. Zohra saw his face was lined with fatigue and care, his brow furrowed with an anger that she
knew turned in upon himself.



"Thisis not hisfault," she whispered remorsefully, remembering the look with which she had favored him when she
left. "If anything, the fault is mine, for without my meddling he would now be riding the heavensin honor with Hazrat
Akhran. But it will beall right," she promised him silently as he passed by her. Her heart ached for his sorrow, and she
wavered in her determination. "Perhaps | should tell him. What would it hurt? But no, he would try to stop me—"

She had unconsciously taken a step toward him, toward me door. She did not hear the sound of stealthy movement
behind her nor realize that another person besides herself had chosen that particular room for a hiding place, until a
hard-muscled body slammed into hers, pressing her into a corner, and afirm hand covered her mouth and nose.
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Khardan stopped, listening, his head slightly turned.

The hand clasped her more firmly, the cool, glittering eyesinformed her that the dightest movement was death.
Zohraheld very dtill, and Khardan, shrugging tiredly, went dejectedly on hisway.

The hand did not release its hold until they both heard the nomad's footsteps fade in the distance.

"He will sleep outside, where he can breathe the free air. | know him, you see." The hand loosened its grip, moving
from her mouth down to close gently around her neck. Zohra stared, terrified yet fascinated, into the expressionless
eyes so closeto hers. "Heis not far. Y ou could bring him with a scream. But it would do you no good.” The hand
gently touched two points upon her throat. "My fingershere. . . and here. . . and you are dead. | told him | would be
forced to kill you if you interfered, and he warned you. | heard him. He will be cleansed of your death.”

There was no doubting those eyes.

"I will not scream," Zohra whispered, not so much because she feared being overheard but because her voice had
failed her.

"Good."

The hands | ft her throat, the pressure against her body melted away. Closing her eyes, Zohra drew a deep breath and
felt herself begin to tremble.

"Wait here and be silent, then, as you have promised," said ibn Jad, taking a step toward the door that led to the sick
chamber. Inside, Mathew could be heard, tossing in his feverish throes. "He will not suffer, | promise you. Indeed, with
this, his sufferingswill end. Our God waits to award him for hisvalor, as does his own God. Do not move. | will be
back. | have something to discuss with you—"

"No!" Zohra could not believe it was her voice that spoke, her hand that darted out—seemingly of its own accord—
and caught hold of the strong, sinewy arm of the Black Paladin. She held on firmly, despite the narrowing of the black
eyes that was the only sign of emotion she had yet seen in the man. "Please.” Zohratried to summon moisture enough
in her dry mouth to form her words. "Don't kill him! Not yet! I. . . want to pray to Akhran—my God—for amiracle!"
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How had she known this plea—and only this—would touch Audaibn Jad? She wasn't certain. Perhaps it was what
she had seen and heard of his people in his dark castle. Perhaps it was the way he always spoke of the Gods—all
Gods—with grave reverence and respect. A pleafor pity, for mercy, for compassion, for the sanctity of human life—he
would only stare at her coldly, walk into that room, and kill Mathew with ruthless efficiency. But to tell him she wanted
time to place the matter in the hands of her God—that he understood. That he could respect.

He pondered, looking at her thoughtfully, and she held her breath until it became painful, her chest burned, sparks
danced in her vision; and then—finally—he briefly nodded his head.

Zohrarelaxed, sighing. Tears came unbidden and unwanted to her eyes.



"If your God has not responded by nightfall," said ibn Jad gravely, "then | carry out my fiat."

She could not reply; she could only lower her head in what was part acquiescence and part adesire to look no longer
into those disturbing eyes. Drawing her veil across her face with a hand that shook so she could barely lift it, Zohra
sidled toward the doorway. An arm shot across, blocking her

exit.

"I would go to my prayers," she murmured, not daring to lift her head, not daring to look at him.

"Y ou and he are man and wife in name only. The Black Sorceress told me that no man has known you!"

Resolutely, her jaw clenched tightly, Zohratried to push past the arm.

"Let mego," she said haughtily, in the imperious tone that had often served her so well.

It did not serve her now. Auda snatched the veil from her hand, uncovering her face. "He hasforfeited hisrights as
husband. Y ou are free to come to any man! Cometo me,

Zohral"
His hands closed over her upper arms. Shuddering, Zohra shrank back against the wall, averting her face.

Lips brushed against her neck, and she struggled to free herself. His grip tightened painfully. Suddenly angry, she
ceased to fight him and stared at him intently. "What do you
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want from me?"' she demanded breathlessly. "Thereis no lovein you! Thereis not even desire! What do you want?"'

He smiled; the dark eyes remained flat, without passion. "1 have appetites as do other men. But | have learned to
control them since they are sand in the eyes of rational thought. | could find pleasure with you. Of that | have no
doubt. But it would be fleeting, of the moment and then gone. What do | want of you, Zohra?' He drew her nearer, and
she was tense and taut. "1 want a son!" Now there was emotion in the eyes, and she was startled by its intensity. "My
life nearsits close. | know this, and | accept it. It isthe will of Zhakrin. But | want to leave behind me a son with that
strong, wild blood of yours flowing in hisveins!"

Auda's lips came near hers, and nearly suffocated with fear and his nearness, she averted her face, pressing her head
and her body back against the wall, her eyes closed. No man had ever dared touch her like this, no man had been this

close. The drug-induced dreams of passion inflicted on her in Castle Zhakrin came back to her, tinged now with horror
that weakened and debilitated.

Shefelt his breath upon her, fire against her skin; then, lowly, he released his hold on her. Leaning weakly back
against the wall, Zohra glanced up at him hesitantly, warily. Auda had backed away several steps, his handsraised in
the ageless gesture that means no harm.

The emotion in him had died. The face was pale, impassive, the eyes dark and flat. "I will not take you by force, Zohra.
A woman such as you would never forgive that. | neither want nor expect your love. | will pray to Zhakrin and ask that
he give you to me. One night, if he answers my prayer, you will come to me and say, 'l will bear your son and he will be
amighty warrior, and in him you will live again!" "

With that Auda bowed gracefully, and before Zohra could move or speak, he was gone, silently, from the room.

Zohra began to shake. Her knees would not support her, and she sank, shivering, to the floor and buried her facein
her hands. She had seen the Black Paladin do magic that wasn't magic, or so Mathew had told her. It was not the
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magic of Sul but the magic of the Paladin's God. Auda's faith gave him power, and he was going to useit on her.
/ will pray to Zhakrin and ask that he give you tome.

Against al reason, against her will and her inclination, Zohra nonetheless felt herself drawn to Audaibn Jad.



Chapter 13

Bereft of coherent thought and reason, Zohra remained crouched in a shivering stupor upon the floor until awild cry
from Mathew changed her fear for herself to fear for another. Hastening to her feet, she ran into hisroom, terrified that
ibn Jad had forsaken his promise.

There was no one in the room except the suffering boy; the only thing attacking him was the fever. He needed water,
lots of water, to break its grip. It wastime for Akhran to perform hismiracle.

Reassuring herself with one last look that Mathew was in no immediate danger, either from his sickness or the Black
Paladin—who was nowhere to be seen—Zohra left the sickroom and wound her way among the labyrinthine corridors
of the house to the outside door.

Camels and men slept in the cool shade of a nearby building. Zohra halted when she saw that ibn Jad had laid himself
down on ablanket beside Khardan. Zohra hesitated, loathe to go near the man. Glancing about, she searched for
something else that might suit her purpose but knew she searched in vain. Her gaze went to the sash around
Khardan's waist, to the hilt she could see glinting in the sun.

She had to have the dagger.

"Since when have you been afraid of any man?' she
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asked herself scornfully, and not stopping to think that some men are worthy of fear, Zohra boldly and quietly stole
across the sun-drenched street.

The camelsraised their heads and gazed at her with stupid, suspicious malevolence, thinking she might try to rouse
them from their rest. Thankful it was camels she was facing and not Khardan's horse, who would never have allowed
anyone to steal up on his slumbering master, Zohra hissed at the camels, and they lowered their heads. Khardan slept
sprawled upon his back; his breathing was deep and regular, and Zohra, after watching for amoment, knew that he
dept the deep of exhaustion and would not easily waken. Drawing near him, she stole a glance at Auda. The man's
eyeswere closed fast; his breathing, too, was even. But whether he slept or shammed, Zohra could not tell.

It didn't matter, she told herself. Whatever she did, he would not stop her. He had given her until sundown, and she
was beginning to know him well enough to understand that he would keep his vow.

Carefully, cautiously, she leaned over Khardan and with alight, delicate touch slowly began to ease the dagger from
his sash. He sighed and stirred, and she went motionless, the dagger only halfway hers. He sighed again and lapsed
back into unconsciousness.

Sighing herself, in relief, Zohra dlipped the weapon out and clutched it thankfully. Turning, she was starting to move
back across the street toward the house when her gaze fell upon ibn Jad. The dagger, warm from Khardan's body, was
in her hand. One thrust, and it would &l be over. No God could ever lure her to a dead man. She stared at him, sleeping
soundly to al appearances. Her fingers curled tightly around the knife's hilt.

Shetook a step toward him, then turned and fled across the street as though he had leaped up and was chasing her.
Pausing inside the doorway to catch her breath, Zohralooked back and saw that neither man had moved.

Khardan woke with a start, thinking that someone was sneaking up on him, intending to it histhroat. So real wasthe
impression that he reached out defending hands before he
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had a chance to focus his eyes, and only when his hands closed on nothing but air did he realize it had been a dream.
Wearily he started to lie back down again and try to recapture sleep, patting the sash with the unthinking, instinctive

gesture of the veteran warrior reassuring himself his weapon is by his side.

It wasn't.



It didn't need the lingering fragrance of jasmine to bring one person to his mind. "Zohra!" he muttered, and sat upright,
looking in every direction.

Hisfirst thought was that the headstrong woman was following through on her intention to kill Audaibn Jad. But a

glance showed him the Black Paladin lying beside him, peacefully asleep. Apparently he had gone through with his

plan. Mathew must be dead, Khardan thought, a swift, stabbing pain wrenching his heart. But if so, what was Zohra
doing with her husband's dagger? Revenge?

He could almost see her, standing in some shadowy recess, the weapon in her hand, dealing vengeance with a swift
thrust into an unsuspecting back.

Khardan did not like the evil Paladin. Despite the fact that Auda had saved their lives, rescuing them from the other
Paladins of Zhakrin who demanded their blood and their souls, Khardan remembered vividly that this was the same
man who, without a second thought, had cast a chained and manacled group of wretched slaves to ghuls. Aslong as
he lived, nothing would ever blot from his eyes the sight of that horrid feast, from his ears the dreadful screams. And
Auda had committed, in the name of Zhakrin, other crimes as heinous. Khardan knew thiswell, having heard the
recitation of these deeds from the Black Paladin's own lips.

A dagger in the back was undoubtedly an easier death than he deserved. Had it been six months before, Khardan
himself would have wielded the weapon and thought little of it. But it was a changed Khardan who rose wearily to his
feet and set off in search of hiswife.

Before the enforced marriage to Zohra—a marriage commanded by the God—K hardan had paid lip service to Hazrat
Akhran but never went much further than that. Twenty-five years old, handsome, bold, courageous, the Cdlif had fixed
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thoughts on the world, not upon heaven. After the marriage to Zohra, the only thoughts Khardan entertained about
Akhran were bitter ones.

Then had come the moment the Calif stood before his God in the torture chamber of Castle Zhakrin. Khardan—broken
in body and spirit—came face-to-face with Akhran.

The Akar believe that the insane have seen the face of the God and that it is the sight of this glory that drives them
mad. If that was so, thought Khardan, then | must be touched with madness.

Khardan had seen the God. Khardan had given Akhran hislife, and Akhran had given it back to him.

In those few brief seconds Khardan had seen not only the God's face, but his mind as well. It was unclear, indistinct,
but dimly he came to realize, thinking about all this now, that perhaps he had been mistaken in those feelings of
emptiness he had experienced inside the house. He was not a meaningless grain of sand. He was part of avast plan.
These things were not happening to him by chance.

It seemed to Khardan, as he darted swift glances up and down the street, that if this was true, Hazrat Akhran might
have handled matters more efficiently, improved on some things. But it occurred to the Calif that in certain areas the
God might be as dependent upon his human followers as they were upon him.

"Perhapsif | had acted more wisely from the beginning, my path would have been easier," Khardan reflected, entering
the dwelling place and making his way to Mathew's room. "Much of what has happened may be Akhran's attempts to
mend the clay pot that | heedlessly smashed."”

He and his companions had been taken to Castle Zhakrin for a reason—the freeing of the two Gods Quar was holding
captive. That much was apparent to Khardan now. The Gods would presumably join Akhran in heaven's war.

And Akhran had need of hisfollowers still, apparently. He had led them safely from the castle to the Kurdin Sea.
There, however, things had begun to go wrong. The djinn had departed and not returned. Khardan remembered
Pukah's description of Akhran—weak, bleeding, wounded.

The battle was not going well, then. Akhran had nearly
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lost his grasp on them. It was Zhakrin who picked them up, sending ibn Jad to find and save them. For some reason,
the Gods had decided that the Paladin's path lay with his.

The Cdlif entered the boy's room reluctantly, fearful of what he must find.
Apparently the Gods had willed that Mathew should fall sick and die. . . .
No, not die.

Khardan stared at the boy in amazement. Mathew lay upon the pallet, quiet now, having fallen into the unheal thful,
dream-ravaged sleep of high fever. But he was asleep, he was not dead. Khardan saw the body twitch, heard the
labored breathing. Moving nearer, leaning down to ook at the boy closely, the Calif saw that the rag lying on the hot
head was cool and moist. It had recently been changed.

But Zohra was not around.

Puzzled by this mystery, Khardan glanced about the room in search of something that might provide him with answers.
Perhaps weariness had overcome ibn Jad, and the Paladin had decided to rest before he killed the boy. This seemed
unlikely to Khardan, who guessed that the Black Paladin would not let death itself prevent him from carrying out any
intention, much less a human weakness such as aneed for sleep. It also did not explain hiswife and his dagger.

But if so, where was she?

Poking among the few objects in the room, more out of frustration than in real hope of finding anything worthwhile,
Khardan noted that the magical pouch Mathew wore on his belt, the pouch the Calif had carefully and gingerly
removed when they stripped the boy of his heavy robes, had been upended, its contents recklessly dumped in a
corner.

Khardan took a step nesr it, then stopped. He would have no idea what, if anything, was missing, and there was no
sense in touching or handling items that sent shivers through him just to gaze upon them. And at that moment the
thought occurred to him that Zohra was trying to work some of Mathew's magic.

Khardan was chilled to the bone. Mathew had been teaching her what he knew. The young man had tried to tell the
THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN
125

Cadlif about it, but Khardan had refused to listen, not wanting to know. Women's magic. Or worse still, magic of a kafir
from afaraway land.

He heard avoice. Zohra's voice. It sounded peculiar. . . . She was singing!

If adozen scimitar-wielding soldiers of the Amir had crashed through the door and attacked him where he stood,
Khardan would have fought them with his bare hands and never known fear. This eerie singing unnerved him, left him
weak and shaking all over like a horse sensing the coming of an earthquake.

Her voice was quite near, rising from another part of the house. The center, Khardan judged, recalling having seen an
open-air courtyard, its floor made of tilted, broken stone. He could easily find her now, if he could force hisfeet to
carry him past the doorstoop. At length came the dim idea that he might be able to stop her before she did anything
rash and impetuous. Just what that might be, Khardan wasn't certain, but he saw once again that horrible creature—a
demon of some sort—M athew had summoned forth from Sul.

Moving swiftly, careless of the noise he made, Khardan hurried through the corridors and discovered, as he had
guessed, that the singing sound came from the courtyard in the center of the dwelling.

He halted beneath a stone arch. In the center of the courtyard was alarge, round pool, full ten feet in circumference,
with rock wallsthat stood about three feet off the ground. Long ago this hauz had held water for household use, water
carried to the house, perhaps, by those canals of which ibn Jad had told them. That had been long ago. Now the pool
was choked with sand blown into the courtyard in the desert's effort to reclaim what man had stolen from it. A vast
mound of sand spilled over the edge of the pool, forming a small dune that covered a portion of the courtyard.

At the edge of the dried-up hauz stood Zohra. Her back was toward Khardan. She did not see him and, from her
unnaturally rigid posture, might not have noticed him had he stepped in front of her. The Calif moved softly near her,
hoping to see what she was doing and gain an idea of how to bring it to an end.
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Coming around to where he could see her face, he noted that her attention was fixed upon a piece of
parchment she held firmly in both hands. The glint of sunlight on ametal blade showed him hisdagger. It
lay on the edge of the hauz, and there was a pool of something dark—red—nesr it.

Eyes widening, Khardan saw blood dripping from adeep cut in Zohras|eft arm. She paid no heed to it,
however. Her gaze was fixed upon the parchment, and she was singing the song that wasn'tasongina
voice that raised the hair on Khardan's head. Moving to get alook at the parchment, the Calif saw that it
was covered with marks, marks drawn in blood!

Awed, shaken, yet determined to stop her, Khardan crept forward and reached out a hand. At that
moment Zohra's voice ceased. Khardan stilled his movement, though it did not seem that she was aware
of hispresence. Her eyes and her entire being were focused upon the parchment to such an extent that he
doubted if athunderclap would rouse her.

His hand stretched forth, shaking, and then fell limp at hissde. The bloody marks upon the parchment
had begun to move—wriggling and writhing as though in agony! Khardan caught his breath, nearly
strangling. Histeeth bit through histongue as he watched the marks crawl off the paper and drop, one by
one, into the pool.

And suddenly the Cdlif was ankle-deep in water.

Water swirled around hisfest, flooded the courtyard, flowed into the house. Water—trapped within the
strong stone walls of the pool—glistened and sparkled in the noonday sun.

Hegtantly, Zohradipped her fingertipsinto the water, as though she could not believeit hersdf. Her hand
came out wet, dripping, and she laughed exultantly.

Hearing the sound of Khardan's breath sucking between histeeth, Zohraknew he wasthere. Turning,
shefaced him, and he had never seen her look so beautiful. Her cheeks glowed with aradiance of pride
and accomplishment, her eyes sparkled more brilliantly than the water.

"Your miraclel" shesaid to him proudly. "And it isfrom my hands" She held them out to him, and he saw
the bloody gash on her arm. "Not Akhran'd"

Chapter 14

"Y our God has provided hismiracle. It is obvious he wants thisboy to live. Far beit from meto thwart
hiswill. I do not kill for pleasure, Princess," continued Audaibn Jad gravely, "but out of necessity.”

It seemed to Zohrathat Akhran's"miracle” might have beenin vain. Water she had now, in plenty; but
lacking the herbs and heding stones with which the nomad women usudly tregt illness, Zohra could do
little except to bathe Mathew's burning skin and trickle water into the parched, cracked lips. Thefever
raged unabated. Mathew ceased even hisincoherent babbling and lay in astupor, panting for breath. The
only sound he made was |ow moanings of pain.

Zohrafought her battle against Death alone, or assumed she did. Tending the sick was woman'swork,
and she was not surprised when ibn Jad and Khardan |eft the room that smelled of sickness and of degth.
Because shewas not listening for it, she did not hear Khardan's return, nor did she see him sink down
onto the floor of ashadowed alcove outside the open door of Mathew's room, where he could watch



unobsarved.

The afternoon wore away dowly, time being measured by the panting breaths drawn into the
fever-ridden body. Each breath was avictory, asword thrust at the unseen foe who fought to claim
Mathew as prize. Rarely sick himsdlf, Khardan
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had never been around sickness, had never given much thought to the fight women waged againgt an
enemy ancient and strong as Sul.

It was an encounter grim and wearying as any he had ever fought with sted, and considerably more
frustrating. The enemy could not be met with yells and clash of sword, grappled and wrestled to the
ground. This dread foe must be combated with patience, with endless changing of dry clothsfor wet
ones, with refusa to alow heavy eydidsto shut and snatch even afew moments of blessed rest.

The most dangeroustime came a aseur, sunset. For it isthistime between day and night when the
body's spirits are a their lowest ebb and the most vulnerable. The sinking of the sun cast the dwelling in
shadows long before twilight had faded outside. There was no lamp to light, and Zohrafought her battle
inadim, dusty darkness.

Mathew had ceased even to moan. He made no sound at all, and K hardan thought severa times the boy
had quit breathing. But then the Cdlif would hear adry, rasping gasp or see through the gloom awhite
hand twitch feebly, and he knew Mathew lived till.

"His spirit isstrong, if hisbody isn't. But it'sgone ontoo long," Khardan said to himself. "He can't take
this. It cannot last much longer.”

And it seemed asif Zohraredlized the same truth, for he saw her head bow, her hands cover her facein
asob that was dl the more heartrending in that it was silent, unheard. Khardan rose to go to her, to lend
her his strength, if need be, to face the final moments that he had no doubt would be difficult to watch.
But the Califs movement was arrested. Halting, half-risen on one knee, he stared in awe.

A figure had entered the room, awoman with long hair that shimmered with apale glow in thefading
light. Her skin was white, she was clothed in white, and Khardan had the impressi on—though he could
not see her face—that she was very beautiful. The face was turned toward Mathew, and the Calif
wondered if thiswastheimmorta guardian, the"angel" of which Pukah had spoken. If so, then why the
chill running through his body, congeding hisblood, freezing his
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The woman stretched out white, delicate hands to the boy, and Khardan knew suddenly that she mustn't
touch him. Hewanted to cal to Zohra, whose eyes were covered, who wasn't looking, but histongue
could not form the words. He made a sound, akind of croak, and the woman—distracted— turned
toward him.

She had no eyes. The sockets were hollow and dark and deep as eterna night.



Thiswas no guardian! The boy's guardian was gone and he was aone and it was Death who leaned over
him! The woman stared at Khardan until certain he would make no trouble, then turned back to claim her
victory. The white hands touched the boy, and Mathew screamed, his body convulsed. Zohraraised her
head. Crying out defiantly, she flung her body across Mathew's.

Startled, Death drew back. The hollow eyes darkened in thwarted anger. The hands reached out again
and thistime would have clutched at both, for Zohraheld Mathew in her arms. His head on her breast,
she rocked and soothed him. Her back wasto her foe; she did not see her enemy approach.

Khardan moved. Drawing his dagger, heinterposed himsdlf between the two and Death. The woman's
blond hair flicked across his skin, and hefelt a searing pain. The hollow eyes stared a him maevolently,
the white hand reached for him, and then, suddenly, she was gone.

Blinking, dagger in hand. Khardan stared around in fearful astonishment.
"Whatever are you doing?' came Zohras voice.

Khardan turned. Zohra had laid Mathew back down upon the pallet and was staring at her husband with
anarrow-eyed, suspicious gaze.

"The woman! Did you see her?' Khardan gasped.
"Woman?' Zohras eyes opened wide. "What woman?'

It was Death! Khardan started to shout in exasperation. Death was here! She wanted the boy, and you
wouldn't let her, and then she was going to take you both. Didn't you seeher?. . . No, heredized
suddenly. Zohra hadn't seen
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her. He put his hand to his head, wondering if the heat had touched him. Y et she had been so redl, so
horrifyingly red!

Zohrawas gill staring a him suspicioudy.
"It. .. must have been adream,” Khardan said lamely, thrusting the dagger back in his belt.

"A dream you chase with adagger?' Zohra scoffed. Giving Khardan a puzzled ook, she shrugged,
shook her head, and turned back to her patient.

"How isthe boy?' Khardan asked gruffly.

"Hewill live," Zohrasaid with quiet pride. "Only afew momentsago | nearly lost him. But then the fever
broke. Listen! His breathing isregular. He deeps peacefully.”

Khardan could barely see the boy in the gloom, but he could hear the soft, even breeathing.
A dream?
He wondered, and would probably keep on wondering the rest of hislife.

Zohragtarted to rise to her feet, sumbled wearily, and would have fallen had not Khardan caught hold of
her arm. Gently he assisted her to stand. Her face was aglimmer of whitein the darkness. The only light



in the room seemed to come from the flame in her eyes. Exhausted as she was, that inner fire burned
brightly.

"Let mego." Shetried to withdraw her arm from hisgrip. "l must fetch more water—"
"Youmust deep," said Khardan firmly. "I will bring water."

"No!" Brushing back astraggling lock of black hair from her face, she attempted once more to dip out of
Khardan's hold, but the Cdlif's hand tightened. "Mat-hew is better, but | should not leave—"

"I will watch him.”

Khardan steered her toward the room next door.

"But you know nothing of nurang!" she protested. "'[—"
"—will tell medl | must do," Khardan interrupted.

Weary, Zohralet hersalf be persuaded. Khardan led her to asmall chamber. Stepping inside, he spread
his own outer robe out on the floor and turned to find her pressed back against awall, staring around the
room with fearful eyes. Zohra—seeing him watching her in amazement—suddenly
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"Mathew will need you in the morning when hewakens," Khardan continued, mystified by her strange
reaction. But then, it had been aday of mystery. Gently but firmly he eased hiswife to the crude bed he
had prepared for her.

Fedling exhaustion overcome her, Zohralay down with athankful sgh upon the stones. "If he wakes, give
him water," she murmured deepily. "Not too much &t firgt ..."

That, Khardan knew. Assuring her he could manage, he was amost out the door when she started up,
crying out, "Whereisibn Jad?'

Khardan paused and turned. "1 don't know. He mentioned something about hunting, trying to find
meat—"

"Don't let him comein herel" Zohrasaid, and he was surprised at the harshnessin her voice,
"I won't. But he wouldn't anyway." Where awoman restsis harem, forbidden to men.
"Swear, by Hazrat Akhran!" Zohraurged.

"Haveyou o little faith in me?* Khardan demanded impatiently. " Go to deep, woman. | told you | would
keep watch!"

Staking into the sickroom, which was now almost completely dark, Khardan threw himsdlf down beside
the pallet. Fuming, he propped an elbow on a corner of the straw mattress. That she should require of
him an oath! When he had protected her from the most feared of al beings! Reaching out, he felt
Mathew's forehead. The skin was moist and damp. The young man's breathing was shallow and fast, but
theterrible raspy, rattling sound was gone. He would be well and hungry by morning.

"Indl of this, the only thing that doesn't surprise meisthat Death isafemae!” muttered Khardan angrily



into hisbeard.

Escaping from the fever-world, where dreams are more red than redity, Mathew woke to darkness and
terror. Khardan's reassuring voice and strong hands, asip of cool water, and the knowledge, dimly
realized, that he was being watched over and protected led the young man to close his eyes and dip back
into aheding deep.

When he awoke the following morning, about midday, and saw the walls around him, he thought he was
back in Castle Zhakrin, where it seemed he had wandered most in his delirious ramblings.

"Khardan!" he gasped, struggling to Sit.

Zohrakndt swiftly by hissde. Placing her hands on his shoulders, sheforced him to lie back down; not a
difficult task—his body seemed alimp, wet rag that had been twisted and wrung dry.

"Y ou don't understand,” he whispered hoarsdly, "Khardan is. . . near death. They're. . . torture! |
must—"

"Khardan degps soundly,” said Zohra, smoothing back the hair from hisforehead. "The only torture he
asuffersisadtiff neck from having dept on apaved street yesterday. Where do you think you are? Back in
the castle?’

Mathew looked &t his surroundings, his expression puzzled. "I thought . . . But no, we escaped. There
wasthe
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desert and we walked and then Serindawas till far away and there was the storm.” He stopped,
frowning in an effort to carry hismemoriesfurther.

"Y ou don't remember what happened next?"

He shook hishead. Sliding her arm beneath his shoulders, Zohralifted his head and held abowl of water
to hislips. "Theman caled ibn Jad found us" she said. Mathew's wasted body flinched at the mention of
the Paladin. He would have turned wondering eyesto Zohra, for there was a tensenessin her voice when
she spoke the name, but she kept the water to hislips, and he dared not move his head for fear of spilling
it. "He brought camels, and we rode through the night to Serinda. It was then the fever took you."

Mathew shivered. He had arecollection of ajourney by night, but it was accompanied by vague terrors,
and he quickly banished it. Having drunk the water, he lay back down.

"Whereisibn Jad? Did herideon?"

"Heishere" said Zohrashortly. "Are you hungry? Can you egt? | made some broth. Drink it, then you
should rest.”

More weary than he thought, Mathew dutifully drank the sleaming liquid that had afaint poultry flavor
and then drifted again into deep. When hewoke, it was early evening.

"Have you been here dl thistime?' he asked Zohra, who held out the bow! of water. "No, you do not
need to help me. | can st mysdlf.” The thought of what other services she must have helped him to



perform during his sickness made him flush in embarrassment. "I have been so much trouble,” he
mumbled. "And now I'm delaying you. I'm keeping you from returning to your home."

Home. He spoke the word with asigh. He had been dreaming again, pleasant dreams, dreams of hisown
land. Waking mistime had not been aterrifying experience, only avery panful one.

Zohrasat down beside him. Awkwardly, as though she were unused to such gentle gestures, she patted
his hand with her own. ™Y ou must miss your home very much.”

Mathew turned hisfacein an effort to hide the tears that pain and suffering and his weakness wrung from
him. The effort was afailure, for the tears became sobs that shook his

Chapter 15
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body. He gulped them down, trying to stop crying, waiting for the gibe or the sneer with which Zohra always met his
lapses. To his amazement she said nothing, and he was further astounded when her hand squeezed histightly.

"I know now what it is, to miss one's home. | am truly sorry for you, Mat-hew." Her voice was soft and filled with a pity
that did not offend, but eased, his heart. "Perhaps, when all thisis over, we can find away to send you back."

Sheroseto her feet and left him, saying something about bringing food if he thought he could keep it down. Grateful
for histime alone, Mathew managed to get up from the bed, and though his legs wobbled and his head spun, he was
able to wash himself and was sitting up on the pallet, combing out the tangled red hair as best he could with his
fingers, when he heard footsteps.

It was not Zohrawho came to him, however, but Khardan.

"Your strength isreturning,” the Calif said, smiling. "I brought you this." He"carried abowl of ricein hishand. "You
areto eat as much as you can, according to ... my wife." He always spoke those two words with a certain grimirony.
"Can you manage yourself?' Khardan asked in some embarrassment.

"Yes! Thank Promenthas,” Mathew answered fervently, his skin burning. The thought of the Calif feeding him! Taking
the dish, glad to have something to occupy his hands and his eyes, Mathew hungrily scooped the rice into his mouth
with hisfingers.

Seeming relieved himself, Khardan sat down, his back against die wall, and rubbed his neck with a groan.

"l am sorry to . . . have delayed your journey," Mathew mumbled, his mouth full of rice.

"To be honest, | am not that eager to return to my people,”" said Khardan heavily. For long moments he leaned against
thewall in silence, his eyes closed. Opening them a crack, he peered at Mathew from beneath hislids. "I need to talk to
you, Mat-hew. Do you feel able?"

"Yesl Assuredly!" Mathew placed the empty rice bowl! on the floor and straightened his back and shoulders to appear
attentive.

"You will tell me, Mat-hew, if you grow tired?"
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"Yes, Khardan. | promise.”

The Calif nodded and then frowned, trying to decide how to begin or perhaps if to begin. Mathew waited patiently.
"Thisvision ... my wife. . . had," he said abruptly. "Tell me about it."

"It would be more fitting if you asked her," suggested Mathew, surprised by the question.



Khardan waved his hand, irritably brushing the notion away from him. "I can't talk to her. When we come together, it is
like setting aflaming brand to dry tinder. Rational discussion goes up in smoke! I'm asking you to tell me of thevision
that started al of this."

Wondering at the change in the Calif, who had previously scorned the idea that a vision—women's magic—could
have prompted Zohrato act as she did in removing him bodily from the battle around the Tel, Mathew related the
story.

"I was teaching Zohraa magical spell my people know mat allows us to see into the future. It is called scrying. You
take abow! of water and place it before you. Then you clear your mind of al thoughts and outside influences, chant
the arcane words, and if you are fortunate, Sul will give you a picture in the water that can foretell the future."

Mathew paused, half expecting to be met with alaugh or asnort of derision. But Khardan was silent. Looking at him
intently, Mathew tried to discover if the Calif was simply too polite to make the rude comments that were in his heart,
or if hewastruly struggling to believe and understand what he was being told. Khardan's face was hidden by the
gathering shades of evening, however, and Mathew was forced to continue on without any idea of what the nomad
was thinking.

"Zohra performed the magic perfectly. Y our wifeis very strong in magic," Mathew took a moment to add. "Sul has
blessed her with his favor."

This occasioned a reaction, but not quite what he'd expected. Instead of scathing denial, Mathew heard Khardan stir
uncomfortably and make a warning sound deep in his throat asif to indicate Mathew was to keep to the main path and
avoid any side journeys. Knowing nothing about Zohra's creation of water from sand—a spell Mathew himself had
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taught her, but which she had always been terrified to perform— the young wizard shrugged to himself and continued.

"Looking into the water, she saw two visions." He closed his eyes, concentrating hard to remember every detail. "In
thefirst it issunset. A band of hawks, led by afalcon, fly out to hunt. But they end up fighting among themselves, and
so their prey escapes. Distracted by their own quarreling, they are set upon by eagles. The hawks and the falcon fight
the eagles, but they are defeated. The falcon is wounded and falls to the ground and does not rise again. Night falls.
Now, in the second vision—"

Seeing the scene again in his mind, caught up in the fascination magic always held for him, Mathew had forgotten his
listener. He was suddenly jolted back to redlity.

"Birds!" Theword fell like athunderbolt. Springing to his feet, Khardan glared down at the young man, who was
staring up at him with wide eyes. "She did this to me because of birdsvV

"No! Yes! That is—" Mathew stammered. "The pictures are ... are symbols that the magus interpretsin his heart and
hismind!" He groped frantically for an image he could use to help the man understand. No good relating symbology to
letters and words, as had been taught Mathew in school. The nomad could neither read nor write. Many of the legends
of Khardan's people were parables or allegories, but—while the nomads understood them in their hearts—Mathew
wasn't at all certain that they thought them over in their minds. In any event, he could not now try to explain that the
beggar in the tale actually represented Akhran and that the selfish Sultan was mankind. How could he make Khardan
understand?

"I can explain it like this," Mathew said, suddenly inspired by the symbols themselves. "It is the same as teaching your
falcon to hunt gazelle."

"Bah!" Khardan turned and seemed prepared to walk out of the room.

"Listen to me!" Mathew pleaded desperately. "Y ou don't send the falcon after the gazelle without training. Y ou put
hunks of meat in the eye sockets of a sheep's skull and teach the bird to attack the gazelle by first attacking the meat in
the skull! That skull represents—it symbolizes—the gazelle! Sul
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does the same with us. He uses these pictures we see as you use the sheep's skull."



Interested in spite of himself, the Calif had paused in the doorway. He was no more than a large shadow, shapelessin
his flowing robes in the darkness. "Why does Sul do this? Why not just say what he means?"

"Why not send the falcon after the gazelle without training?'

"The bird would not know what to do!"

"And so it iswith us. Sul does not want us to accept his vision too glibly, without ‘training.’ He wants us to look into
our hearts and ponder the meaning of what we see. The hawks are your people. They are led by the falcon—that is
you."

Khardan nodded solemnly, not out of pride, but merely an acceptance of his own worth. "That makes sense. Go on."
Mathew began to breathe easier. Although the Calif remained standing, at least he was listening and seemed to be
comprehending what the young wizard was trying to teach. " The hawks—your people—are fighting among
themselves, and thus their prey escapes them."

Khardan muttered irritably, not liking this that was, after all, nothing more than the truth. Hiding a smile, Mathew
hurried on. "The eagles attack—those are the Amir's troops. Y ou are wounded and fall out of the sky and do not rise
again. Night settles over the land."

"And this means?"'

"Y our people are defeated and vanish into darkness.”

"You are saying that if | had died, my people would have been vanquished. But | did not die!" Khardan stated
triumphantly. "The vision iswrong!"

"It'swhat | tried to tell you at the beginning," said Mathew patiently. "There were two visions! In the second, the
falcon is hit by the eagles and he falls to the ground, but he managesto rise again, even though ..." Mathew hesitated,
uncertain how to phrase this, uncertain how the Calif would react. "Even though—"

"Even though what?"

Mathew drew a deep breath. "The falcon'swings are
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covered with filth," he said slowly. "He hasto struggle to fly."

Silence, brooding and heavy, followed. Khardan stood very still; not arustle of cloth broke the profound quiet.
Mathew held his breath, as if that small noise could be a distraction.

"I return ... in disgrace," Khardan said finally.
"Yes." Mathew let his breath out with the word.
"Isthat all? The only difference in the two visions?'

"No. In the second vision there is no night. When you return, the sun rises."

Chapter 16

"It was not an easy decision for Zohrato make, Khardan," Mathew argued earnestly. "Y ou know her! Y ou know her
courage! She herself would have preferred to die fighting the enemy rather than run away! But that would have meant
the end of your people. That was what mattered to her most. That was why we rescued you from Meryem—"

"Meryem!"
Mathew had known this would surprise the Calif. "Yes," continued the young man, trying to keep al emotion from his

voice, knowing that Khardan must come to realize his own truth about the woman. " She was carrying you away on
horseback—"



"She, too—trying to save me." Khardan spoke fondly, and Mathew grit his teeth to keep the sarcastic words locked
behind them.

"She had given you a charm to wear around your neck—"

"Yes, | remember!" Khardan put his hand to histhroat. "A silly thing, women's magic. ..."

"That 'silly thing' rendered you unconscious," Mathew said grimly. "Do you a so remember fighting, then feeling a
strange lethargy come over you? Y our sword suddenly becomes so heavy you cannot lift it. Ground and sky are mixed
up inyour vision. The enemy attacks, but you are so weak
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you cannot defend yourself. The blow falls but bounces off harmlessly.”

"Yes!" Though Mathew could not see him, he knew Khardan was staring at him in amazement. "Is this more scrying?
How did you know?"

"I know the charm she used," Mathew said. "I know its effects. She wanted you safe and unharmed and unable to
fight. With help, she carried you out of the battle—"

"Help? Do you mean Zohra's?"

"No. When we found you with that woman, Meryem was riding one of the Amir's magic horses. How else could she
have escaped that battle except with the help of the Amir's soldiers?”

"There are many ways," Khardan said. "What she did, she did out of love. Misguided, perhaps, but she is awoman
and does not understand such things as pride and honor."

Oh, don't women? thought Mathew, but he said nothing. Thiswas no time to argue.
"At least you cannot say my wife acted from the same motive," the Calif stated.

"What Zohradid, she did for your people,” Mathew said with more heat than he intended. "Dressing you as awoman
was the only way to get you past the soldiers. She didn't do it on purpose to disgrace you! And it wasn't her fault that
our plansdidn't work out. It was mine. Ibn Jad came searching for me. Blame me, if you must.”

There was along silence, then Khardan said, "It wasn't anybody's fault. It was the God's choosing."

Astonished, Mathew stared intently at Khardan, wishing he could see the man's face through the darkness. He heard
the Calif, who had remained standing all thistime, settle himself back down on the floor and lean against the wall.

"I have been thinking, Mat-hew. Thinking of what you said to me the night ... the night that they were torturing me."
The words were laden with remembered pain. "Y ou said, 'Maybe your death isn't what your God wants! Maybe you're
of no use to him dead! Maybe he's brought you here for areason, a purpose, and it's up to you to live long enough to
try to find out why!" | didn't understand then. But when |
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came to Akhran, when | saw hisface, then | knew. He gave my life back to me to help him fight and win thiswar. | can
do nothing to aid him in heaven, but | can do something on earth.

"The question is'—Khardan continued, sighing—"what? What can we do against the might of the Amir? Even if we
had all our people banded together—which we don't. Even if they accept me on my return .. . ." He paused, obviously
expecting aresponse.

Mathew could not give him the reassurance he wanted, and so kept silent. His silence answered louder than words,
however, and Khardan stirred restlesdy. "The falcon rising from the filth. Very well, | return in disgrace. A coward who
has obvioudly been hiding for months, if nothing worse is spoken of me. Y ou are wise for your years, Mat-hew. It was



this wisdom that helped you survive the slave caravan, this wisdom that freed us from diat evil castle. | am smart,
courageous," Khardan spoke simply, a statement of fact, "but | begin to realize that | am not wise. | came tonight to
ask your advice. What should | do?"

A warmth flooded over Mathew. He thought at first it might be the fever returning, but this was a wonderful sensation,
and he did not respond at once but et himself savor it and bask in it—though he did not feel at all that he deserved it.

"I—I don't know . . . what to say," Mathew stammered, thankful for the darkness that concealed his embarrassed
pleasure. "Y ou underestimate yourself . . . overestimate me. | don't—"

"Y ou need time to think about things," Khardan said, rising to hisfeet. "It islate. | have kept you talking too long. If
you sicken again, it will be my fault. Zohrawill claw out my eyes."

"No, she wouldn't," Mathew said, believing the Calif spoke in earnest. "Y ou don't know her, Khardan! Sheis proud
and fierce, but she uses her pride like aring of fire to protect herself! Within she is gentle and loving, and she imagines
this to be aweaknessinstead of avery great strength—"

He spoke fervently, forgetting himself and to whom he
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talked until Khardan drew closer to him and, knegling beside him, fixed him with an intense look. Lambent light from
stars and desert glittered in the Calif's dark eyes.

"Y ou admire her, don't you?'

What could Mathew say? He could only look deep into his heart and pluck out the truth. It was not the whole truth,
but now was not the time—if that time ever came—for speaking the whole truth.

"Yes," Mathew answered, lowering his head before those piercing eyes. "I am sorry if that displeases you." He looked
up again quickly. "And | would never touch her, never think of her in any way that was not proper—"

"I know."

Mathew was trembling in his earnestness, and Khardan rested his hand soothingly upon the boy's shoulder. "And |
cannot blame you. Sheis beautiful, isn't she? Beautiful—not like the gazelle—but like my falcon is beautiful.
Courageous, proud. The fire you speak of flaresin her eyes. That fire could burn a man's soul to ashes or—"

"—warm him for the rest of hislife?' Mathew suggested softly when Khardan did not finish his sentence.

"Perhaps." The Calif shrugged. He rose to his feet. "Right now, in her sight, | am a smoldering cinder. It may be too
late to save either of us. She speaks the truth, however, when she saysit is our people who matter. Rest easily,
Mat-hew. | go to stretch my legs, then | will return and guard your sleep. Y ou must get your strength back. In two
days time, we will begin the journey to the Tel."

Thejourney to our doom, beit good or evil, thought Mathew. He was weary. The mixed emotions that had assailed
him throughout the conversation had drained him of energy. Lying down, he heard Khardan's footsteps echo through
the corridors and his voice raised in conversation with another.

Audaibn Jad.
Maybe He's brought you here for a reason. A purpose.

Or maybe not. What if I'm wrong?

Chapter 17

By next morning Mathew was able to walk with Zohra around the house. His interest in the dead city of Serinda
revived as he viewed the wonders of the dwelling and marveled again at what terrible tragedy could have occurred that
would destroy a people while leaving their city intact. When he attempted to expound on the mystery to Zohra, she
evinced little interest, however, and Mathew realized after afew moments that she was leading him somewhere. There
was an air of shy, quiet pride about her, much different from her usua fierce arrogance, and he found his curiosity
growing.



They came into a central courtyard that once must have been a cool and charming haven from the busde of city and
household. Now it was choked with sand, littered with broken columns and fragments of statuary. In the midst of such
desolation and destruction, Mathew was astonished to see a pool of crystal-clear water—deep and blue and cool from
the night's chill.

"So thisiswhy there has been no lack of water!"

The young man drank hisfill, then opened his robes and

splashed the water on his breast and neck and laved his face.

Zohra, smiling, found a fragment of pottery in the shape of a

scoop and helped Mathew wash hislong red hair. Wringing
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the wet tresses out with his hands, he stared at the pool and shook his head.

"lsn't it marvelous, Zohra, what mankind can do? Marvelous and sad. The people disappear, Sul dowly
takes over their city, and yet here, in this house, somehow the machines kept thisworking—"

"Not machines, Mathew," said Zohra softly, proudly. "Magic."

Mathew stared at her amoment, uncomprehending. Then suddenly, joyfully, he threw hisarms around
her and hugged her close. "Magic! Y our magic! Y ou made thewater! | knew you could doit! And you
weren' frightened—"

" was more frightened of that than of amost anything, except that horrible castle," Zohrasaid bluntly.
Sheraised her dark eyesto Mathew's blue ones. He felt her shiver and tightened his grasp on her. "But |
had no choice. That man, ibn Jad, would have killed you otherwise.”

"Ah!" Now it was-Mathew's turn to shudder, and Zohrawho soothed him with her touch. "'l wondered,"
he murmured. "That iswhy Khardan has been waiching in the night.”

"Ibn Jad swore he would not harm you. But | don't trust him." Her breath caught, her voice quavered.

"What isit, Zohra?' Mathew had never seen her frightened. "It'sibn Jad! What's he doneto you?' Anger
beat in his heart with aviolence that startled him. "By Promenthad! If he's harmed you, I'll—"

Y ou'll what? Attack ibn Jad? So might the lamb offer to fight thelion!

It seemed that Zohra might be thinking the same thing, for Mathew saw the corner of her lipstwitch asif
amused, despite her distress. Then athought struck her, and she looked up a him in earnest, no laughter
in her eyes.

"Mat-hew! Perhapsyou can help me! It is possible to break aspell that oneisunder, isn't it?"

"Sometimes,” said Mathew cautioudy. He had the impression that there were murky waters ahead and
wanted to wade into them dowly and carefully. "It depends—"

"Onwha?'
"On many things. What type of spell, how it was cast,
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what was used in the casting. It is more difficult than perhaps you imagine." Mathew's concern was
growing as he guessed where her words were leading. "But how can ibn Jad cast aspell, Zohra? Heis
not amagus." Memory of the Black Sorceress returned to Mathew forcibly and unpleasantly. Perhaps
there was away. "Did he have acharm, awand—some magica object someone could have given him?'

"It was not Sul'smagic,” Zohraanswered, shaking her head. "It was his God."
"Go on." Mathew didn't know whether to be relieved or even moreworried. "Tell me everything.”

"I cannot," Zohrasaid iffly. "It... isnot proper for women to discuss such thingswith menwho ... are
not our hushands."

"But | am another wife," Mathew said with awry smile. "And | must know everything, Zohra, if | anto
hdp."

"I ... suppose so," Zohraadmitted. Reluctantly, refusing to look at him and sometimes speaking so low
Mathew had to bend his head to hear her, Zohratold him of her encounter with ibn Jad.

"He said hewould pray to hisevil God, Mat-hew! To give meto him!" Zohralooked up fearfully; her
body trembled. "And . . . Mat-hew . .. when | wasinthat . . . that place. The woman gave me something
to drink that made me dream ..." She couldn't go on; deep rose red flushed her cheeks, and she hid her
facein her hands.

"Of course," Mathew muttered. Some sort of love potion—no, lust potion might be a better term. That
explained why the female captives were so cooperative and pliable, soft clay in the hands of the
Sorceress. "Did you dream of him, of Auda?" the young man asked hesitatingly. Zohra's embarrassment
was catching. The blood burned in his skin.

"No, others," Zohramumbled, her voice muffled by her hands.

Khardan? Mathew longed to ask but did not. A flicker of jealousy flared in him. He recognized it for
what it was, but—confusedly—not precisdy for whom it was intended. Was he jealous of Zohrafor
dreaming of Khardan or jedlous of Khardan for being in Zohra's dreams? That was something
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he would have to work out later. Now, whether he understood himsdlf or not, at least he understood
what ibn Jad was doing—or trying to do. Very clever, Mathew thought. To use the dreamsto insinuate
himsdlf into thiswoman's mind, use her own faith in Gods and their power to weaken the natura barriers
she had established againg him.

Unfortunately thiswas no time to enter on adiscussion of freewill.

"Zohra," said Mathew, shaking her gently so that she was forced to look up at him through a curtain of
shining black hair, "haf the time you don't obey the commands of your own God. Will you giveinto a
dranger?'

Zohras eyes narrowed in thought over this argument. Coming to understand it and appreciate theirony,
sheeven smiled dightly. "No, | will not!" Reaching out with her hand, her fingerslightly brushed Mathew's
soft, beardless cheek. "Y ou are very wise, Mat-hew."

So Khardan had said. But it wasn't wisdom, really. It was smply the ability to ook at something from



severd different Sdes, to see a problem from the top and the bottom and around the corner instead of
garing at it traight on. Like seeing dl the facets of the glittering jewd, instead of concentrating on just
one....

"Why do you look at melikethat?' Zohra asked.
"Because Khardan wasright,” Mahew said shyly. "Y ou are very beautiful.”
The roses bloomed in her cheeks, the fire Khardan spoke of flamed in her eyes.

How those two loved each other! Hiding within walls of pride. Each nursed wounds. Each knew the
other had seen him vulnerable, her weak. Fearful that he would use this against her or shewould useit
againg him, both daily added more stonesto thewall they were constructing between them. Khardan
recognized this, but the tasks and the problems facing both of them were so overwhelming it might be that
they would never be able to tear down the wall, no matter how much they longed to.

Their people—that was what mattered to both of them— and their God, their Hazrat Akhran.
A cold wind blew through Mathew's soul. For atime he
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had forgotten he was a stranger in a strange land. The knowledge returned to him forcibly. He had no
people, he had no oneto love or to love him—at least alove he could admit to himself without writhing in
shame. He had aGod, but Promenthas was very far away.

"Mat-hew! You are so pale! Isthefever—" Her hand went to hisforehead. Gently he pushed it away
and pushed her away from him at the sametime.

"No, | amfine. | understand that we are riding tonight?*

"If youfed likeit—"

"l amfine" herepeated tonelesdy. "Jugt alittletired. | think | will go lie down and deep.”
"l will come—"

"No, you must have thingsto do to prepare for thejourney. | am not sick now. | no longer need your
cae”

Turning from her, he walked away.

Confused, hurt by hiswords, Zohra stared after the young man. The thin shoulders were hunched, the
head bowed. She was reminded forcibly of someone trying to protect his body from ablow.

Too late, the blow had falen. And would continueto fall, repeatedly, cudgeling him into despair.

"Ah, Mat-hew," murmured Zohra, beginning to see, beginning to understand. "l am sorry." Unconscioudy
she echoed her husband's words.

"l am sorry."

That night they left Serinda, none of them ever to return.



The dead city was|€ft to its dead.

| THE BOOK
| OF THE
| I IMMORTALS

Chapter 1

Throughout the seventy-two hours grace period Kaug had granted them, the djinn worked diligently, if
not very effectively, to fortify their position. Each djinn decided he knew al there was to know about
warfare, and between erecting fantastic battlements (that soared to incredible heights and would probably
confound Kaug for the span of abrief chuckle) and arguing strategy and tactics recalled from battles
fought forty centuries earlier, nothing much to any purpose was accomplished. Fortificationswere
jealoudy torn down as quickly asthey were put up. Fights erupted constantly, there was one prolonged
battle that |asted two days between one faction of djinn—who claimed that the notorious batir Durz ibn
Dughmi, who had mounted ten thousand horses and five thousand camelsin an attack on Sultan
Muffaddhi € Shimt five hundred and sixty-three years earlier, had defeated the said Sultan—and another
faction of djinn who clamed he hadn't. Hidden from view by the climbing rosebush outside her window,
Agid gazed down upon the pandemonium with mingled feglings of shock, exasperation, and despair. By
contrast she pictured to hersdf the gtrict, well-ordered discipline of the angdls, drawn up for battleinrigid
formation. Why can't the djinn see that they are defeating themsalves? Why can't they be organized?
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Frustrated, she stared out the window, her face flushed with anger, her small fist clenched. Apparently
shewasn't donein her thinking, for she heard—with a start—a voice coming from the room next to hers
asking those very questions out loud.

"What iswrong with these fools? Why do they fight each other instead of preparing to fight Kaug?' The
voice—for al its fury—was sweet and musica, and Asrid recognized the speaker as Nedjma. Which |eft
no doubt asto the identity of the male who answered her.

"Y ou know aswell as| why they do this, my bird," Sond said quietly.

/ don't know! thought Asrid. Hurrying over to thewall, she pressed her ear against a velvet tapestry that
depicted in glowing colors the magnificent wedding of Muffaddhi € Shimt's daughter Fatimato Durzi ibn
Dughmi. But the palace walls were thick, and the angel would not have been able to hear the rest of the
conversation had not Sond and Nedjmawalked over to stand beside the window in Nedjma's room.

It occurred to Asrid that Sond—being present in the seraglio—must be in considerable danger, and she
wondered that the couple dared risk being observed from the garden below. Then the angel redlized that



she had not seen the eunuchs since yesterday, the day she'd been brought here by Nedjma. Perhapsthey
were working on the fortifications or, more likely, had been pressed into service guarding the body
(though at his age there was not agrest dedl of hisbody |eft to guard) of the ancient djinn.

"No, | don't know the reason,” said Nedjma petulantly, and Asria blessed her. The djinniyeh added
something e se that the angd didn't catch. Returning to her window, Asria saw the couple had walked
out onto asmall bacony attached to Nedjma's chambers. The angd could see and hear them quite well,
she hersdlf remaining unseen, her white robes and wings mingling with the white roses.

Nedjma stood with her back to Sond, her delicate chin high in the air. She did not wear her vell; infact,
Asid saw, Nedjmawore very little, and what clothing she did have on seemed artfully designed to reved
more than it concealed. She was dl blue silk and golden glints, emerald sparkles and
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pure white skin. Sond, coming up behind the djinniyeh, laid his hands upon the dender shoulders.

"It doesn't matter, Nedjma, my flower," he said softly. "No matter what we do, it won't sop Kaug. Do
you think we would act like thisif there was a chance? We do this out of our own anger and frustration
and out of the knowledge that tomorrow it will al be over.”

As he spoke, Nedjma's chin dropped dowly, the golden hair faling forward around her in agleaming
shower.

"Don't cry, beloved," Sond said gently. He caught hold of amass of golden hair and, moving it from her
cheek, bent to kiss away a shining tear. Putting her hands over her face, Nedjmals sobs became more
hysterical. "I should not havetold you." Sond straightened and drew back. "1 didn't mean to make you
unhappy. | only wanted you to know how litde time'—he paused, achoke in his own voice—"how little
time—" herepested huskily.

Nedjmawhirled to face him, the blue silk shimmering about her like a gilt-edged cloud. Hastily shedried
her eyes and, coming to him, rested her hands upon his chest. "My own," she whispered. "1 am not crying
over what you told me. It was not news. | have known it in my heart. | was weeping becauseitisthe
end." Her arms stole around him, and she nestled her head againgt his chest.

"It may bethe end,” Sond answered. "But, my darling, wewill makeit aglorious one!"

Their heads bent, their lips met in a passionate kiss. The blue silk fdll to the floor of the bacony, and
Agid, her face scarlet, her eyeswide, withdrew hurriedly from the window. Leaning her burning cheeks
againgt the cool marble wall, she heard Sond's words echo over and over in her head.

"It doesn't matter . . . how littletime ... theend."

Hewasright. It didn't matter. It wouldn't matter for the angels of Promenthas. It wouldn't matter for the
imps and demons of Adtafas. It wouldn't matter for the djinn and djinniyeh of Akhran. Kaug had grown
too powerful. No wegpon was mighty enough to fell him, no wall wastall enough or thick enough to stop
him. They could aswdll try to bring down amountain with an arrow, stop atidal wave with a castle of
sand.

And like Nedjma, Asria had known thisin her heart.
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"Theend ... aglorious one.”

Lilting, breathless laughter came floating in the window with the perfume of the roses. Asrial lammed shut the
casement. Blinking back the tearsin her eyes, she was just about to |eave when there came a knock at the ornately
painted door to her room.

Asrial hesitated, uncertain whether or not to respond.

Before she had a chance, the door opened and Pukah entered.
Seeing her standing in the center of the room, her wings
spread, the djinn's cheerful expression melted like goat cheese
in the sun.

"You wereleaving!"

"Yes!" she said, her fingers nervously plucking at the feathers of her wings. "I'm going back to my ... my people,
Pukah! | want to bewith . . . them at the ... at the ..." She looked down at her hands.

"I see," Pukah said calmly. "And you were going without saying good-bye?"'

"Oh, Pukah!" Asrial clasped her hands together, holding onto them as though she feared they might do something she
didn't want them to do, reach out to someone she knew she couldn't hold. "I can't be what you want meto be! | can't
be awoman to you as Nedjmaisto Sond. I'm—I'm an angel." The hands released themselves long enough to lift the
white robes. "Beneath this thereisn't flesh. Thereis my essence, my being, but it isn't flesh and blood and bone. | tried
to pretend it was, for my sake aswell asyours. | wanted," she hesitated, swallowing, "part of me still wantsthat . . .

that kind of love. But it can never be. So ... | wasn't going to say good-bye—"

"It was kind of you to spare me the hurt," said Pukah bitterly.

"Pukah, it wasn't you! It was myself | was sparing! Can't you understand?" Asrial turned away from him. Her wings
wrapped around her, enclosing her in afeathery shell.

Pukah's face suddenly became illuminated with an inner radiance. The proud, self-satisfied facade crumbled. Hurrying
to the angel, he gently parted the white wings that surrounded her and tenderly took hold of her clasped hands.

"Asrial, do you mean to say that you love me?"' he whispered, fearful of speaking such joyous words aoud.
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The angel raised her head. Tears glistened in her blue eyes, but when she answered, her voice was firm and steady. "
do love you, Pukah. | will alwayslove you." She entwined her fingersin hisand held him fast. "I think that even in the
Realm of the Dead, once more without form or shape, | will sill have that love, and it will make me blessed!"

Pukah fell to his knees as she spoke, bowing his head as though receiving a benediction. Then, when her words had
ceased, he slowly raised his head. "I know what | am," he said in sad and wistful tones. "1 am conceited and
irresponsible. | care too much for myself and not enough for others, even my own master. I've caused all sorts of
trouble—without really meaning to," he added remorsefully, "but it was all for my own sdlf-indulgence. Oh, you don't
know!" He raised a hand to her lips as she was about to interrupt. "Y ou don't know the harm I've done! It was because
of me that the Amir thought my poor master was a spy and tried to arrest him. It was because of me that Sheykh Zeid
went to war against usinstead of becoming our aly. It was because of me that Kaug stole away Nedjmaand
imprisoned her in Serinda. And speaking of Serinda," the djinn continued, sparing himself no pain, "you were the hero,
Asrid. Not I."

The djinn looked very woeful and wretched.

Her heart aching, Asria sank down on her knees beside him. "No, my dear Pukah, don't berate yourself. Asyou say,
you meant well—"

"But | didn't mean it for others. | meant it for myself,” Pukah said resolutely. Standing up, he raised Asria to her feet
and gazed down at her with an unusually earnest and grave expression on his face. "But I'm going to make up for it all.
Not only that"—for an instant, the old foxish glimmer appeared in the djinn's eyes—"I'm going to be the hero! A hero
whose name and sacrifice will last throughout time!"



"Pukah!" Asrial stared at him, alarmed. " Sacrifice? What do you mean?"

"Farewell, my angel, my beautiful, enchanting angel!" Pukah kissed her hands. "Y our love will be the shining light in
my eternal darkness!"

"Pukah, wait!" Asrial cried, but the djinn was gone.

Chapter 2

"Usti?'

Therotund djinn gave aviolent start that began at his broad back and rippled over his flab in undulating waves.
Dropping whatever it was he was holding, sending it crashing to the tiled floor, Usti pivoted as swiftly as possible for
one so large to face the door.

"The reason | am down here in the storage room is that | am reckoning up the amount of food we have on hand in case
we are placed under siege,” the djinn stated glibly, hastily wiping vestiges of rice from his chins. Endeavoring to see
who it was who had accosted him, he squinted and peered into the thick shadows wavering outside the circle of light
cast by alamp hanging—along with a quantity of smoked meats, dried herbs, and severa large cheeses—from the
ceiling. "Thereare.. . . uh . . . twenty-seven jars of wine," he pronounced, still trying to see, "six large bags of rice, two
of flour, thirty—"

"Oh, Usti! | don't care about any of that! Have you seen Pukah? Is he down here?"

"Pukah?"' Usti's eyes opened wide, then narrowed in disgust as the figure stepped into the light of hislamp. "Oh, it's
you," he muttered. "The madman's angel."

Any other time Asrial would have bristled angrily over
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the aspersion cast upon her protege\ Now she was too worried. Flinging herself at the djinn, she caught hold of his

arm, this being markedly similar to thrusting one's hand into a bow! of bread dough. "Tell me he's here, Usti! Pukah, |
know you are herel" She let loose of the djinn, who was glaring at her in high dudgeon, and looked intently into the
dancing shadows. "Pukah, please come out and we 11 talk—"

"Madam," said Usti, in glacia tones, "Pukah is not here. And you have interrupted my repast." He glanced
disconsolately at the mess at his feet. "Ruined my repast is nearer the mark." He heaved a gloomy sigh and, squatting
down with many grunts and groans, began a vain attempt to salvage something from the wreckage.

"A fine dinner of fatta, the vegetables crisp, the rice somewhat gummy, but then thisiswar, after al. One must make
sacrifices. But now! Now!" Shaking his head and all six of his chins, he covered his eyes with his handsin an effort to
blot out the terrible sight. "I know | will see it forever," he murmured in hollow tones. "The rice covered with dirt. The
vegetables mixed up with bits of crockery. And soon, rats coming to devour—"

"Usti, he'sgone!" Asrial slumped down on a cask of olive ail, her white wings drooping. "He's been gone al day and
all night, too. Now it is nearly time for Kaug to return—"

"Ahhh!" Blowing like awhalerising to the surface, Usti heaved himself to his feet. "Kaug, did you say, angel of the
madman?'

"Mathew isn't mad." Asrial answered automatically, her thoughts on something—someone—else. "He was acting so
strangely when heleft me. . . "

"Often a symptom of madness,” said Usti knowingly.
"Not Mathew! Pukah!"
"Has he gone mad, too?" Usti readjusted the turban that had slipped over one eye in hisfeasting. "I am not surprised.

Pardon meif | offend you, madam, but it would have been much better for al concerned if you and your madman had
not inflicted yourselves upon us—"



"Inflicted ourselves on youl We didn't want to come to this dreadful place!” Asrial cried. "We never meant to fall in
158
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love—" She stopped, with agulp. "What isthat?" she whispered fearfully, staring up above them.

The earth was shaking and quivering more than Usti's chins. The cheeses swayed alarmingly, the carcass of a smoked
goat tumbled to the floor. The lamp swung back and forth on its chain, the shadows in the underground storage
chamber leapt and darted about the room like imps of Astafas, themselves gone mad.

"Kaug!" gasped Usti, hisface the color of the blue cheese hanging over his head. "Back to the Realm of the Dead for
us!" Catching hold of the dangling end of the cloth from his turban, he mopped his sweat-beaded forehead. "No more
couscousV He began to whimper. "No more sugared almonds. No more crispy bits of gazelle meat, nicely done, just
dlightly pink in the center—"

The rumbling increased, the shaking of the ground made it impossible to stand. Clinging to the wall, the cheeses
tumbling down to roll around his feet, Usti had his eyes squinched tightly shut and was reciting feverishly, "No more
gumiz. No more shishlick. No more—"

A jar of winetipped over and broke, flooding the storage chamber and staining the hem of Asria's white robes
crimson. She paid no attention. She was listening.

Thereit was, rising faintly over the rumbling and cracking and the sound of Usti's lamenting.
"Djinn of Akhran! Attend to me! Quickly! We haven't much time!"

"Pukah!" cried Asria, and disappeared.

Clutching a cheese to his breast, Usti bowed his head and wept.

Though the immortal plane shook with the terror of the 'efreet's approach, Kaug himself was just barely visible, his
bulk darkening the horizon like a bank of storm clouds, lightning flickering from his eyes, thunder pounding the
ground at hisfeet.

The djinn stood beneath their fortifications, weapons of every type and variety in their hands. On the balconies of the
castle above the garden, the djinniyeh waited quietly, arms around each other for comfort. Hidden by silken robes,
more
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than one sash wrapped around a slender waist concealed a sharp and shining blade. When their djinn had fallen, the
djinniyeh were prepared to take up the fight.

The ancient djinn himself appeared. A tiny, dried-up husk of an immortal dressed in voluminous brocade robes that
nearly swallowed him up and banished him from sight, he was carried in a sedan chair by two giant eunuchs onto his
own private balcony. Shining scimitars hung at the sides of the eunuchs. The djinn had in his possession, resting
across his brocade-covered knees, a saber that might have been the first weapon ever forged. So ancient wasiits
design and so rusted was its blade, it is doubtful if the sword could have sliced through one of Usti's cheeses. Not
that it mattered. Kaug's head could be seen rearing up over the edge of the plane, and he was massive—more gigantic
than anything the immortal s could possibly imagine. A stomp of his foot would crush their castle, hislittle finger could
smash them into oblivion.

Sond stood at the head of the djinn's army. Sword in hand, he tried to keep his balance on the undulating ground. Fedj
was at hisright hand, Rgja at hiseft. Behind them the other djinn waited, intending to make the price of their
banishment as high as possible. Stone cracked, trees toppled. The sky darkened. Kaug's hulking form obliterated the
setting sun. Itslast raysilluminated something white that drifted through the air and fell at Sond's feet.

Leaning down, the djinn picked it up. It was arose, and he knew where grew the bush from which the blossom had
been plucked. Lifting it to hislips, he turned toward the rose-covered balcony. Though Nedjma's face was veiled, Sond
knew she smiled at him, and he smiled bravely back, though he was forced to avert his head hurriedly, the smile
twisting into a grimace of despair. Blinking his eyes, he reverently tucked the rose into the sash at hiswaist and was



clearing his throat, preparatory to issuing a command that would have launched the battle, when suddenly Pukah
sprang up out of an ornamental fountain right in front of him.

"Where have you been?' Sond snapped irritably. "That angel of yoursis driving everyone crazy! Go find her, shut her
up, and then seeif you can make yourself useful. Where's
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your sword? Raja, give him your dagger. Pukah, | swear by Akhran—"

But Pukah completely ignored Sond. Climbing up the Sde of the fountain's central figure—amarblefish
spouting water from huge marble lips—Pukah clung to the satue's gills and shouted, "Djinn of Akhran!
Attend tomel”

The djinn began to mutter and grumble; arustle swept through the djinniyeh like wind through silken
curtains.

"Pukah! Thisisno timefor your tricks" Sond cried angrily. Reaching up, he grabbed hold of one of
Pukah'sfeet and endeavored to pull the djinn from his perch. Pukah, kicking himsalf free, shouted loudly,
"Hear me! | have aplan to defeat Kaug!™

The muttering ceased abruptly. Slence—as silent asit could possibly get witii the 'efreet drawing ever
closer—spread like apdl over theimmortasin the garden. Asrid appeared, bursting like asilver star at
Sond'sside.

"Pukah! I've been so worried! Where—"

The young djinn cast the angdl afond and loving glance. Shaking his head, he did not answer her but
continued to gpeak to the crowd of immortals now gazing at him with full, if dubious, atention.

"l have aplan to defeat Kaug," Pukah repested, speaking so rapidly and with such excitement that they
could barely understand him. "I don't havetimeto explainit. Just follow my lead and agree with whatever

| sy."
The muttering began again.
Sond scowled, hisanger mounting, "'l told you, Pukah—"

"The Redm of the Dead!" said Pukah. Histense voice diced through the grumblings like alength of taut
thread. "The Ream of the Dead awaits! Y ou haven't got achance, not a prayer! Whereis Akhran?
Whereisour God?'

Theimmortals glanced at each other uneadily. It was the one question everyone had in his heart but no
onedared bring to hislips.

"I'll tell you where heis" continued Pukah in hushed and solemn tones. "Akhran liesin histent, wesk and
injured, bleeding from many wounds. Some of these wounds Quar hasinflicted. But others'—he paused
amoment to clear histhroat—"others have been inflicted on him by his own people.”
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The garden grew darker. A foul-smeling wind began to blow, shrieking and howling, stripping leaves



from those trees |eft standing and whipping dust into the air.

"Their faith dwindles" yelled Pukah above the rising storm, the coming of the ‘efreet. "They have lost their
immortals! They do not think their God hearstheir prayers, and so they have quiet praying ... or
worse—they pray to Quar! If we are defeated, it will be the end, not only for us, but for Akhran!”

The wind ripped through the garden, breaking and tearing whatever it could. It clawed a die shining
slver hair of theangd, but Asrid paid it no heed. Her eyes were on the young djinn.

"We are with you, Pukah!" she cried.

Sond looked at Fedj, who nodded dowly, and a Ragja, who nodded in turn. Glancing behind him, barely
able to see through the dust and torn branches and leaves and flower petals and a sudden pelting rain,
Sond caught glimpses of the other djinn nodding, and he even heard what he thought was the dried-up
rasp of the ancient djinn adding his sanction.

"Very wel, Pukah," said Sond reluctantly. "Wewill go dong wim your plan.”

Heaving avast sigh, tingling with pride and importance from turbaned head to dippered toe, Pukah
turned and prepared to face Kaug.

Chapter 3

The 'efreet somped up to the outer wall of the garden, and at his approach the storm winds ceased to
rage, the thunder to crack, the lightning to flash. When Kaug stood till, the ground no longer shook. A
dread and ominous quiet fell over theimmorta plane.

"Your timeisup,” rumbled the 'efreet, and the vibrations of hisvoice started the plane to quivering again.
"Seeing these warlike fortifications and noting that al of you carry weapons, | take it that you chooseto
fight."

"No, no, Kaug the Merciful," said Pukah from atop the marble fish. "We bring our weapons only to lay
humbly at your feet."

Kaug's eyes narrowed suspicioudly. "Isthat true, Sond?" the 'efreet asked. "Have you brought your
sword to lay a my feet?'

"Cut off your feet ismorelikeit," muttered Sond, glaring at Pukah.
"Go on! Go on!" Pukah mouthed, making aswift, emphatic gesture with his hand.

His mouth twisting, as though his swallowed rage was poisoning him, Sond stalked up to the 'efreet and,
with grim defiance, hurled the weapon point foremost at Kaug'stoes. One by onethe other djinn
followed Sond's example, and
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soon the astonished 'efreet was standing ankle-deep in averitable armory.

"And asfor fortifications'—Pukah glanced around him, somewhat at alossto explain the new
battlements and turrets and walls that had sprung up—"these.. .. uh .. . . werejust erected to



give'—ingpiration struck him with such force he nearly fell from hisfish—"to give you ahint of the
surpriseto come!”

"I don't like surprises, Little Pukah," the 'efreet growled, grinding the swords and scimitars and spearsto
metallic powder benesth his huge foot.

"Ah, but you will likethis one, O Kaug the Mighty and Powerful!" said Pukah with an earnest solemnity
that made the other djinn gaze at him in wonder. "The world hastreated you badly, Kaug. Y ou have
grown suspicious and untrusting. We knew, therefore, that we must do something to convince you that
we were truly sincerein our desire to serve you. And so"—Pukah paused, savoring the suspenseful hush,
the breathless anticipation that awaited his words—"we have built you ahouse."

Silence. Dead slence. The garden might have been filled with corpsesingtead of living beings.

"What trick isthis, Little Pukah?' Kaug finaly spoke, hiswords grating with suspicion, trembling with
anger. "Y ou know that, centuries ago, the wrath of the foul God Zhakrin banished meto the Kurdin Sea.
Theremy houseis, and there | must remain until Quar succeedsto hisrightful place asthe One, True

GO CI n

"Not s0, O Much-Put-Upon Kaug." Pukah shook his head. "The God Zhakrin owed me a favor—what
for, we will not discuss—but he owed me afavor, and | have asked him, asmy gift to you, O Magter,
that he set you free.

"Thisisnotrick," Pukah added hastily, seeing Kaug's eyes narrow to dits of red flame. " Search within
yoursdf. Do you fed congtrained, chained any longer?"

Kaug's ugly face wrinkled, his gaze grew abgtracted. Hesitantly helifted his gigantic arms and flexed his
muscles as though testing to see if he was manacled. Hisarms moved fredy and, dowly, gradudly, a
pleased and gratified expression spread over hisface.
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"You areright, Little Pukah," Kaug said with alook of wonder. "I am free! Free! Hal Hal Hal" Raising
hisarmsintheair, he shook hisfists a heaven. His glee sent seismic waves through theimmortal plane.
The ba cony on which the djinniyeh stood sagged darmingly, and the women fled in awhirl of silk. Seeing
them run, Kaug leered and turned his gaze back to the djinn. "Thank you for this gift, Little Pukah.
Indeed, | now truly believe that you mean to serve me, you and these sniveling cowards around you, and
you may start doing so right now. Y ou, Sond, fetch me the djinniyeh known as Nedjma. | have adesire
to—"

"Don't you want to see your house?" interrupted Pukah.
"What?' Kaug stared at him irritably.

"Don't you want to see your house, Y our Magnificence? It has awondrous bedchamber,” the djinn
ingnuated from his post atop the fish. Seeing that Kaug's attention was on the ba cony, Pukah lashed out
with adippered foot at the infuriated Sond, kicking him painfully in the kidneysto remind him to keep
quiet. "And while we are viewing your new dwelling, Nedjma can take time to prepare hersdf so that she
may cometo you in al her beauty and do you honor, O Kaug, Handsome Charmer.”

Kaug was baffled. The 'efreet continued to tare lustfully at the balcony, scraping hishand over his
stubbled chin and running histongue across hislips, but he did this primarily because he knew it was



torturing Sond. The 'efreet had amild interest in Nedjma. When thiswar was won and the immortals
banished, he would undoubtedly keep severa of the more comely djinniyeh around for his pleasure, and
Nedjmawould undoubtedly be one of them.

What was Pukah up to? That was the question tormenting Kaug. His brain was searching for answers,
but instead of finding any, his mental process was going round and round like adonkey yoked to a
waterwhed. Kaug didn't trust Pukah. The 'efreet didn't trust anyone (his God Quar was no exception),
and he knew Pukah was plotting some elaborate scheme.

But he freed me from Zhakrin's curse! That was the fact that kept the donkey moving initsdow,
plodding circle. Kaug smply couldn't believeit. Long, long

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN 165

ago, when Zhakrin had been a powerful force in the Jewel of Sul and Quar was but a bootlicking
toad—(a toad with ambition but a toad nonethel ess—Quar had secretly ordered Kaug to wreak havoc
upon afortress of Zhakrin's Black Paladinslocated in the Great Steppes. Generally Kaug took little
ddight in obeying Quar's commands, which—up until the war— had congsted of raining hail onthe
heads of recdcitrant followers or inflicting plagues upon their goat herds. When it came to bettling the
Black Pdadins, however, Kaug enjoyed himself thoroughly. The 'efreet was having such amarvelous
time—hurling down fiery rocks on those trapped insde the castle, plucking their puny spearsfrom his
flesh and hurling them back with such force that they impa ed men to the stone walls—that Kaug stayed
longer than he should have. Zhakrin was able to cometo the aid of his bel eaguered Paadins.

Descending upon Kaug in hiswrath, the God lifted the 'efreet in his mighty arms and dammed Kaug into
the Kurdin Sea. And though it isimpossible for one God to completely control another God'simmorta,
Zhakrin was able to effect a curse upon the 'efrest—pronouncing that Kaug must henceforth dwell in the
Kurdin Seaso that Zhakrin could always keep track of the 'efreet's comings and goings.

Quar had meekly swallowed thisinsult—what else could he do then? And Kaug had been forced to live
inawatery cave under the baeful eye of the evil God. But Quar and his 'efreet were now joined in
mutua hatred of Zhakrin, and it was shortly after Kaug's banishment that Quar began his subtle war
againg the evil God that would end, findly, in the reduction of Zhakrin himsdlf to afish.

"And now Pukah hasfreed me," Kaug reflected. "He has persuaded Zhakrin to free me. Not that this
must have been so difficult.” The 'efreet sneered. "What is Zhakrin now? A ghost without form or shape.
| could have freed mysalf had | wanted to, but I've grown accustomed to that cave of mine. Zhakrin
owed Pukah afavor for releasing hisimmortas from Serinda, and al know that the Evil God's one mgjor
flaw ishishonor. But why would Pukah usethisfavor in my behdf unless. . . unless'—the mentd
donkey cameto ahat—"unless Pukah islike me!

"Of course. | should have redlized this before," muttered
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Kaug to himsdf in alow voice that waslike the rumblings of avolcano to the djinn watching him warily
from below. "Pukah isa saf-serving little bastard. 1've dways known that. His Immortal Magter, the
Mighty Akhran, lies bleeding, dying. His earthly master, the impudent Khardan, has crossed the Sun's
Anvil, but hewill soon find himsdlf in greater danger from his own people. Could it be that Pukahis
redly, intruth, attempting to save his own miserable skin? If thiswretched worm hastruly been driven to
crawling on hisbdly, | may have an amusing timeof it!"

"Very wdl, Litde Pukah," said Kaug aoud, shifting hisweight from one foot to the other and crushing



three salwart stone towersin the process, "1 will look at this house of yours. Y ou will accompany me, of
course, aswill Nedjma."

"Nedjma?' A worried frown passed swiftly over Pukah'sface. Kaug, watching intently, did not missit
and smiled to himsdlf. "But Nedjmais not ready, O Kaug the Impatient, and you know how long it takes
women to fuss over themsdves, especidly when thereis onethey truly desireto please.”

"Tdl her | will take her theway sheis," said Kaug with alaugh that split aminaret in two and sent it
crashing to the ground. "Run and fetch her, Little Pukah. | am eager to see my new house!"

Climbing down the fish, Pukah was confronted by adarkly scowling Sond. "It will be dl right. Trust me,”
Pukah whispered hurriedly.

"I know it will," Sond said grimly. "I'm coming with you."

"No, you're not!" Pukah snapped. "It would spoil everything.”

"Yes, | am. You're not going anywherewith Nedjma! I'll disguise mysdlf as her—"
Pukah gave him ascathing look. "With those legs?!

Thetwo djinn, sill arguing, vanished from sight in the garden and materidized within the palace. Intent on
his scheming, upset by this sudden, unexpected demand that Nedjmaaccompany him, Pukah never
noticed that Asrid had come with them until she stood blocking hisway when he and Sond tried to enter
the seraglio.
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"Agia, my enchanter!" Pukah put his hands on the angd's arms and endeavored to move her gently out
of hispath. "At any other time the sight of you would be balm to my sore heart, but right now | havethis
evil 'efreet on my hands—"

"I know," Agrid sad firmly. "I'm coming with you."

"How popular I've become lately,” said Pukah, somewhat irritably. " Everyone wantsto come with me."
Stedling asidelong glance at Sond, to make certain he was appreciating this, Pukah heaved a
long-suffering sigh. "1 know that | am irresistible, my angel, and that you cannot bear to be parted from
me for thetiniest second, but—"

Pukah's tongue stuttered to ahdt. It was no longer Asrid he held in hisarms, but Nedjma!

"Here, what isthis?' growled Sond, lunging forward to separate the two, when suddenly Nedjma—the
real Nedjma— was standing by hisside.

Her face pde, the djinniyeh laid atrembling hand restrainingly on Asrid. "No. It'swonderful of you to
offer to sacrifice yoursdlf, but I'll go with"—she gulped dightly, then bravely brought the word
out—"Kaug. | know what you did for usin Serindaand | . . . we'—she took hold of Sond's hand—"we
can't ask you to—"

"You're not asking me," Asrid interrupted. She did not even glance at the djinniyeh, her eyeslooked up
into Pukah's. "I've decided thismysdif."

"It'sdangerous, my angd," Pukah said softly. "Y ou don't know what | must do, and if anything goes



wrong, hell carry out histhreat!”
"I'm not afraid. Youll take care of me," Agrid answered, smiling.

"Likel took care of you in Serinda?' Pukah said wigtfully, stroking the golden hair. He glanced at
Nedjma, who—though she was trying very hard to be brave—was shivering with terror. "Nedjmawill be
no help at dl," Pukah muttered to his ater ego. " She looks on the verge of passing out asitis. Agid is
courageous, strong. | know—none better—her resourcefulness.”

"But what about—you know?" questioned the other Pukah solemnly.
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"I'll take care of that," Pukah answered. "Very well," he said aloud. " ou may go, but you must promise me one thing,
Asrial—you must promise to do exactly as| tell you, without question."

Asrid frowned. "Why, what do you mean—"

"Little Pukah!" The 'efreet's gigantic eyeball appeared in the window of the harem, sending the djinniyeh fleeing in
panic. Nedjma, hurriedly drawing the veil across her face, shrank back into the shadows. Sond leapt forward to hide
her from Kaug's sight. "Hurry up!" Kaug roared, cracking the window glass. His eye rolled and winked lascivioudly. "
must take my pleasure quickly, then return to my master."

Seeing the 'efreet tiiis near, understanding the terrible portent of hiswords, Asrial could not forbear a shudder that
Pukah felt.

"What are you doing with my woman, Little Pukah?' Kaug growled.

"l am just inspecting her to make certain sheisworthy of your attention, O Kaug," shouted Pukah. In a hurried
undertone he hissed, " Swear to me by Mathew's life that you will obey me!"

Frightened by Pukah's unwonted seriousness, alarmed at the enormity of the oath she was being asked to take, Asrial
stared up at him wordlessly.

"Swear!" Pukah said sternly, shaking her dightly. "Or | will be forced to take Sond disguised as Nedjma, and then
none of uswill survive!"

"I swear."

"By Mathew'slife," Pukah urged. "Say it."

"Pukah!" Kaug raged.

"Say it!"

"l swear ... by Mathew'slife ... to obey youl" The angel'swords fell from pale and trembling lips.
Sighing in relief, Pukah kissed Asrial soundly on the forehead, then clasped her hand in his.

"Sond," he said in alow voice, turning to the djinn, "when | leave, you and Fedj and that good-for-nothing Usti must
hurry back to Khardan and Zohra. As Kaug said, they will bein terrible danger! Farewell! Oh, and Sond," Pukah
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added anxioudly, "you'll be certain to tell Hazrat Akhran that thiswas al entirely my idea, won't you?"
"Y es, but—"

"Afy idea. You won't forget?'



"No, but | don't—"
“Youwill tell him?"*
"Yes, if that's what you want,” said Sond impatiently. "But why don't you just tell him yoursel—"

His voice died. The djinn, the angel, and the 'efreet were gone.

Chapter 4

"I will provide trangportation, Bashi—you don't mind my calling you 'boss do you, Boss?' Pukah asked
hurmbly.

"Not at al," said Kaug, grinning and leering horribly at Asiid. "Y ou might aswell begin getting used to it,
Little Pukah."

"Exactly what | thought mysdif,” said Pukah, with agraceful salaam, managing—at the same time—to
keep his body between Asrid and the 'efreet. "As| was saying, Bashi, | will provide trangportation if you
will but reduce yoursdlf to amore suitable sze™

Suddenly suspicious, Kaug glared narrowly at Pukah.

"Youwill findit difficult tofit into your new bed, Bashi," remarked Pukah with lowered eyes, afaint flush
on his cheeks.

Kaug's suspicion wasn't the only part of him being aroused. Pukah's cunning reference to the bed
inflamed him. The 'efreet had forgotten until seeing her again how beautiful the djinniyeh redly was. Vivid
memories of his struggles with Nedjmain the garden when he had kidnapped her—the fed of her soft
skin, the surpassing loveliness of her body—made his blood tingle, histhick thighs ache with desire.

Stll, Kaug was cautious. The hotter thefirein theloins, the colder theicein the mind. He examined this
gem Pukah
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was handing him with the precise, caculating eye aworshipper of Kharmani usesto examinethe jewes
of hisbride'sdowry.

He could not find aflaw.

A hundred times more powerful than the scrawny young djinn, Kaug could roll Pukah up into aball, and
toss him out into the eterna void of Sul, to languish forever amid nothingness, and dl inlesstimethan it
would take the djinn to draw in alungful of air for hisfina scream.

"You areright, Little Pukah,” said Kaug, shrinking in size until he was only two heads and a shoulder
larger than the djinn. "I would not want to betoo big for the. . . ahem.. . . bed," Laughing, he put hisarm
around Asrid and dragged the angdl roughly to hisside.

Pukah, smiling wanly, clapped his hands, and the three began thelr journey.

Behind them, on theimmortd plane, the djinn looked at each other in worried puzzlement and then began
to recongtruct their battlements.



"Where arewe?"' demanded Kaug, Staring about, glowering darkly.
"Onaninggnificant mountain in arange unworthy of your notice, Bashi,” answered Pukah humbly.

The three stood at about the midpoint of amountain whose height was so vast that the clouds played
about its knees and it seemed that the sun would have to legp to scale the topmost peak. A hoary frost
perpetudly covered the craggy head; summer's heat never reached the summit. Nothing and no one lived
on the mountain. The bitter cold froze blood and sucked air from the lungs. The entire world had once
been as desol ate as this mountain, before Sul blessed it, according to the legend of thosewho lived inthe
mountain's shadow; and, therefore, the mountain was called Sul's Curse.

Kaug did not know this, nor did he care. He could fed the supposed djinniyeh trembling in hisgrip, and
he was impatient, now that he did not have awar with the djinn to occupy him, to satisfy hislugt.

"The doorsto your abode, Bashi," said Pukah, bowing.

Asthe djinn spoke, two massive doors of solid gold,
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studded with glittering jewe s and standing sixty feet high, took shape and form within the mountain's
rock. By Pukah's command—"Akhran willsit!"—the doors swung dowly inward on sllent hinges.
Leaving the barren, windswept landscape of the mountainsde, Kaug, dragging Asrid with him, entered
the golden doors.

The 'efreet drew in along breath. His grasp on the angel weakened. Kaug could not help himsdlf. He was
overawed.

Golden walls, covered with tapestries of the most delicate design donein every color of the rainbow,
soared to such heightsthat it seemed the celling must be lit with starsingtead of crystdl lamps. Objects
rare and lovely from every facet of the Jawd of Sul stood on the silver-tiled floor or hung from the gilt
walls or adorned tables carved of rare saksaul. And asthe 'efreet traversed this magnificent halway, his
mouth gaping wide in wonder, Pukah threw open door after door, displaying room after room and
chamber after chamber, dl filled with the most beautifully crafted furniture made of the rarest and most
vauable materids.

"Quar himsdlf has no such dwelling asthid™ murmured Kaug.

"Bedroom," said Pukah, opening adoor. " Second bedroom, third bedroom, fourth bedroom, and so on
for severd milesinto the heart of the mountain. Then thereisthe divan for holding audience with those
you want to impress'—Pukah threw open double doors—"and the divan for holding audience with those
you don't want to impress'—more doors— "and the divan for holding audience with yoursdlf, if you so
desire, and then"—continued opening of doors—"here are your summer chambers and here are your
winter chambers and here are your spring chambers and here are your in-between winter and spring
chambers and—"

"Enough!™ shouted Kaug, beginning to tire of the seemingly endlessdisplay of riches. "I admit, | amtruly
impressed, Little Pukah"—the djinn bowed again—"and | apologize for thinking you weretrying to trick
me"

Pukah's eyes widened, hisface crumpled with pain. "Bashi, how could you?' he cried, stricken.



Kaug waved ahand. "I gpologize. And now"—the'efreet gave Asrid avicioustug—"wewill retire to
one of the
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bedrooms, if you can tell me where they are?' The 'efreet stared back down the hal. Every door—and
all were closed— looked exactly like every other door.

"Ah, but firgt," said Pukah, taking advantage of the 'efreet's preoccupation to nestly dide Asrid's hand
out of hisgrasp. "First the unworthy woman must bathe herself and put on her perfume and her finest
clothing and rouge her smdll feet and darken her eydids with kohl—"

"| care nothing for that!" the 'efreet raged, histhwarted passonsrising red into hisugly face. Kaug began
to grow in height and swell in breadth. "So thiswas atrick, after dl, Little Pukah? It will be your last
one!" The towering 'efreet reached out huge hands toward the djinn.

Ignoring Kaug, Pukah looked gtraight into Asrid'sterrified eyes. "Run,” hetold her. "Run and shut the
mountain's doors behind you.”

Catching hold of the angel, Pukah shoved her to one side and then dashed in adirection opposite the
doors, down the glittering halway. The 'efreet’s grasping hands caught hold of nothing but the breeze | eft
by thedjinn'sflight.

"l won't leaveyou!" Asrid cried frantically, though just what she could do if she stayed was open to
question.

"Y our oath!" Pukah's triumphant voice came floating back to her. The golden wals picked it up, the
words reverberated from the starlit ceiling and bounced off the silver-tiled floor.

Y our oath! Oath! Oath!
By Mathew's life. . .

Clenching her figsin frustration, Asrid did as Pukah commanded. Turning, she ran the opposite direction
from the one the djinn had taken. The 'efreet made alunge for her, but the angel had shed the silken
pantaons and veil. White wings sprouted from her back. She flew gracefully out of Kaug's grasp and
sped toward the golden doors at die end of the hall.

Seeing his prey escaping him in two different directions, Kaug was momentarily at aloss over which to
pursue. The answer, once he thought about it, was smple. He would catch Pukah firgt, rip that glib
tongue from the djinn's foxish head, tie his feet into knots, and impale him on ahook in the celling above
the bed. Then, at hisleisure, Kaug would
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retrieve the angel, who, he calculated, would be glad to do anything she could to free her lover.

The 'efreet sat off in pursuit of Pukah, who was running with the speed of a hundred frightened gazelles
down the long hallway that led, twisting and spiraling, degper and deeper into the heart of the mountain.

Run! Run and shut the mountain's doors behind you.



Standing on the mountainside, Asria grasped the huge golden door rings with both hands, and pulled at
them with al her might. The doors, set solidly into the rock, refused to budge.

Asid prayed to Promenthas for strength and dowly, dowly the mighty doors began to revolve on their
hinges. The angel heard Kaug's shouted threats from inside the mountain; his rage shook the ground on
which she stood. She hesitated. . . .

By Mathew's lifel

Asid gaveafind tug. The huge doors closed with adull, hollow boom that pierced the angel's heart like
coldiron.

Inside the mountain Kaug heard the grest doors dam shut, but he didn't giveit athought . . . until,
suddenly, everything around him went completely and absolutely pitch dark.

Coldiron.
Agid, pressing her hands againgt her heart, understood.
"Oh, Pukah, no!" she moaned.

Running back to the doors, the angel best on them frantically with her fists, but there was no answer. She
shouted over and over—in every language she knew—"Akhran wills it!"—the words of command she
had heard Pukah use to open them, but there was no response.

"Akhranwillsit!" she said afind time, but thiswas awhisper, dmost aprayer.

The angd, watching in helpless anguish, saw the golden doors begin to fade, the light of the gleaming
jewels dwindle and darken.

The entrance vanished, and Asria was | eft standing alone on the windswept, cold, and barren
mountainsde.

Chapter 5

Pukah sat, comfortably ensconced, in atiny cavern—more a crevice than a cavern, actually—in the
bowels of the mountain known as Sul's Curse. Lounging back on severd silken cushions, smoking a
hubble-bubble pipe, the young djinn listened to the soothing sound of the gurgling water—a sound
punctuated now and then by fierce shouts and yells from the trapped 'efreet.

"The onething | am sorry for, my friend," said Pukah exultantly to hisfavorite cohort—himsdlf, "isthat we
missed seeing the expression on his ugly face when Kaug discovered the mountain was made of iron.
That would have been worth al the rubiesin the Sultan's girdle, the one that was stolen by Saad, the
notorious follower of Benario. Have | ever told you that story?”

Pukah's alter ego emitted atiny sigh at this point, for he had heard the story countlesstimes and knew it
aswedll or better than the teller. He aso knew that he was destined to hear this story and many, many
othersin the days and nights to follow— ong days and longer nights that would flow into gtill longer years,
interminable decades, and everlasting centuries. But the other Pukah, after that one tiny sigh, responded
stoutly and bravely that he had never heard the story
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of Saad and the Sultan's Ruby-Studded Girdle and awaited it eagerly.

"Then | will tdl it," said Pukah, highly gratified. He began relaing the harrowing tale and had just cometo
the part where the thief, to avoid being captured by the Sultan's guards, swallows one hundred and
seventy-four rubies when a particularly ferocious shout from the 'efreet shook the mountain to the core,
interrupting him. The young djinn frowned in irritation and righted the hubble-bubbl e pipe that had been
overturned in the resulting tremor.

"How long do you supposeit will be before Kaug finds us?' Pukah asked himsdlf in somewhat worried
tones.

"Oh, severa centuries| should think," remarked Pukah confidently.
"That iswhat | think, too," Pukah stated, reassured.
A most tremendous roar rattled the crockery and set the wooden bowls to dancing about the floor.

"And by thetime he doesfind us," Pukah continued, "I am certain that, Ssnce | am by far the cleverer of
the two of us—the cleverest of al immortas| know, now that | cometo think of it—I will have
discovered away out of thisiron trap. And then | will be reunited with my angd—my sweetest, most
beautiful of angels—and Hazrat Akhran will reward me with the most wonderful of palaces. It will have
athousand rooms. Y es, athousand rooms.” Leaning back among the cushions, letting smoke curl lazily
from hislips, Pukah smiled and closed hiseyes. "1 think | will begin planning them right now. . . ."

The dter ego—having dways found the end of Saad to be particularly gut wrenching—heaved asigh of
relief and went to deep.

Above the djinn, beneath him, and dl around him, the mountain known as Sul's Curse rumbled and
quaked with the 'efreet's rage. Those few hardy nomadic tribes of the Great Steppes, who raised
long-haired goats a the mountain'sfeet, fled with their flocksin terror, convinced that the mountain was
going to split wide open.

The mountain remained intact, however. Encased in iron, Kaug had lost his power to do anything except
to rage and storm. There was no possible way he could escape.
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From that time on it became ajoke among the Gods to refer to the mountain as Kaug's Curse.

But to Sond and Fedj and the immortas of Akhran and oneloving angel of Promenthas, the mountain
was henceforth known as Pukah's Pesk.

[HE BOOK OF
PROMENTHAS

Chapter 1




Reluctantly Achmed rolled off hispalet. A soft arm twined | about his neck, urging him to come back.
Warm lips brushed againgt histhroat, whispering promises of yet untasted pleasures. Succumbing,
Achmed buried his head in the shower of golden hair that fell over the pillows at hissde and let himself
be enticed by the lips and the flesh for severa breathless moments. Then, groaning as he felt the desire
surge up within him again, he rose hurriedly from his bed and went to dresshimsdlf.

Propping hersalf up on one arm, languishing among the cushions, her nakedness covered with only athin
blanket, Meryem gazed at Achmed through the touded hair that shone like burnished gold in the
lamplight.

"Must you go?' she asked, pouting.

"I am officer in charge of night watch," Achmed said shortly, trying to keep from looking a her but unable
to resst gazing hungrily at the smooth, white skin.

Buckling on hisarmor, his hands fumbled and dipped, and he muttered a brief curse. Rising from the bed,
the blanket diding to the tent floor, Meryem cameto him.

"Let medo that," she said, pushing aside his shaking hands.
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"Cover yoursdf! Someonewill see!™ Achmed said, scandalized, hurriedly blowing out the flame of the
lamp.

"What doesit matter?' Meryem asked, shrugging and deftly fastening the buckles. "'Everyone knows you
keep awoman.”

"Ah, but they don't know what awoman!" Achmed replied, clasping her close and kissing her. "Even
Qannadi said—"

"Qannadi?' Shoving him back, Meryem stared up at him in fear. "Qannadi knows about me?'

"Of course." Achmed shrugged. "Word spreads. He is my commander. Don't worry, my beloved." His
hands ran over the body that was trembling with what he thought was passion. "I told him that | found
you in the Grove. He shook hishead and said only that it was dl right to lose my heart, just not to lose

"S0 he doesn't know who | am?"

"He knows nothing about your true identity, gazelle-eyes" said Achmed fondly. "How could he?'Y ou
keep your face velled. Anyway, why should he recognize you as the Sultan's daughter? He must have
seen you for only afew moments at most when his troops captured your father.”

"Qannadi has seen as much of me asyou, fool,” Meryem muttered benegth her breath. Aloud she
murmured coyly, "And have you lost your heart?' Her armstwined around hiswai<.

"You know | havel" Achmed bregthed passionately. "Meryem, why won't you marry me?"
"l am not worthy—" Meryem began, drooping her head.



"Itis| who am not worthy to dipper your foot!" Achmed said earnestly. "'l love you with al my heart! |
will never love another!™

"Perhaps, then, someday | will let you make me your wife," Meryem said, seeming to relent beneath his
caresses. "When Qannadi is dead and you are Amir—"

"Dont talk likethat!" Achmed said abruptly, hisface darkening.

"Itistruel Youwill be Amir! | know, | have foreseenit!”

"Nonsense, my dove." Achmed shrugged. "He has sons.”
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"There are ways to handle sons," Meryem whispered, reaching her arms up to his neck.

Achmed pushed her from him. "l said not to talk like mat," he responded, his voice grown suddenly cool.
Turning hisback on her, he reached for his sword that hung from the tent post.

Though she saw she had gone too far, Meryem smiled—a cunning, unpleasant smile that was hidden by
the darkness. "No, you are not ready yet," she said to herself. "But you will be. Y ou are getting closer

every day."
Putting her head in her hands, Meryem began to weep softly. ™Y ou do not love me!™

There could be only one answer to this, and Achmed, his anger melting beneath her tears, gave it—with
the result that he was about half an hour late relieving the officer on watch and was summarily and sternly
reprimanded, the only thing saving him from amore savere punishment being the common knowledge that
hewasthe Amir'sfavorite,

When Achmed wasfinaly gone, Meryem sighed in relief. Washing off the swest of passion, she dressed
hersdlf, looking with disfavor on the poor caftan of green cotton she was forced to wear, dreaming
longingly of the silks and jewels she had been wont to wear in the paace.

"Someday," she said resolutely, talking to Achmed's robes that lay in aheap in acorner. "Someday | will
have al that and more, when | am head wifein your seraglio. And yes, you will be Amir! If Qannadi
does not diein thiswar, which seems unlikely now that it iswon, then perhaps he will meet with afata
accident back in Kich. And then, one by one, hissons, too, will fal ill and die." Reaching her hand into
her pillow, she did forth abag containing many scrolls, rolled tight and tied with various-colored ribbons.
Caressing these and smiling, she pictured in her mind the various deaths of Qannadi's sons. She pictured
Achmed receiving the news as he rose higher and higher in the Emperor'sfavor. She saw him glance at
her and bite hislower lip but remain slent, knowing thet by thistime—though he might rule millions—he
himsdlf wasruled by one.

Meryem smiled sweetly and dressed hersdf in the green caftan. It had been agift from Achmed and
therefore—poor
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asit was, though it had cost Achmed more than he could afford—she was forced to wear it. Then she drew forth her
scrying bowl and filled it with water. Clearing her mind of all disturbing thoughts, she began the arcane chant, and
soon an image formed in the bowl. Staring at it, Meryem muttered most unwomanly words. Hastily twisting to her feet,
she wrapped aveil of green and gold spangled silk around her head and face—another gift from die besotted



youth—and slipped out of Achmed's tent.

Chapter 2

"I tell you | must see the Imam!" Meryem insisted. "It is a matter of greatest urgency."

"But madam, it isthe middle of the night!" remonstrated one of the soldier-priests who now served Feisal in place of
daves, ordinary men being considered unworthy of attending to the Imam'’s personal needs. "The Imam must rest—"

"I never rest," came a gentle voice from the depths of night's shadows that crowded thick behind the candlelit
ram's-head altar. "Quar watches in heaven. | watch on earth. Who is it that needs me in the dark hours of the night?"

"Onewho calls herself Meryem, My Lord," answered the priest, hurling himself to the floor and prostrating his body
as hewould have if the Emperor himself had entered the room. Or perhaps he might not have groveled this low for the
Emperor, who, after all—Feisal was now teaching—uwas only mortal.

"Meryem!" The gentle voice underwent a subtle change. Nose to the floor, the soldier-priest did not hear it. Meryem
did, and from her place on the floor, whither she had thought it politic to drop hersdlf, she grinned in triumph. "Let the
woman come forward," Feisal said with dignity. "And you may leave us."

The soldier-priest sprang to his feet and bowed himsel f
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out. Meryem remained on the floor until he had gone; then, hearing the rustle of Feisal's robes near her, sheraised her
head and peered into the shadows.

"I have seen him!" Meryem hissed through her veil.

She heard a swift intake of breath. Stepping into the light cast by the atar candles, Feisal made a motion for the woman
to rise and face him.

The priest's face appeared cadaverous in the altar light— the cheeks hollow, the skin waxen and tightly drawn over
fragile bones. The robes hung from his wasted body, his neck thrust up out of them like the scrawny neck of a
new-hatched bustard, his arms seemed nothing but bone covered by brittle parchment. No wonder his followers
believed him to be immortal—he looked as if Death had claimed him long ago.

"Whom have you seen?" the priest asked indifferently, but Meryem was not fooled.

"Y ou know well who | mean!" she muttered to herself, but said smoothly, "Khardan, Imam. Heisaive! And he has
returned to histribe!"

"That is not possible!" Feisal clenched hisfist, the bones of hisfingers gleamed whitein the dtar light. "No man could
survive crossing the Sun's Anvil! Areyou certain?'

"I do not make mistakes!" Meryem snapped, then caught herself. "Forgive me, My Lord, but | have as much or more at
stake here as you."

"I sincerely doubt that," Feisal said dryly. "But | will not argue." He raised a thin hand to prevent Meryem from
speaking. Thoughtfully he began to pace back and forth before the atar, glancing at it occasionally as if—had the
woman hot been here—he would have found consolation in discussing the matter over with his God. The answer he
sought apparently came to him without need for prayer, however, because he suddenly halted directly in front of
Meryem and said, "1 want him dead, this time for good."

Meryem started and glanced at him from beneath her long lashes. "Why should you bother, Holy One?"' she said
diffidently. "Heis, after all, only one man, leader of aragtag rabble—"

"Let ussay | mistrust anyone who rises from the dead," Feisal remarked coolly. "Wewill leave it at that, Meryem,
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unless you think thisisthe time for both of usto share our little secrets?”

Meryem evidently did not, for she did not respond.

' "'Then we are both agreed that Khardan should die, are we not, Meryem, my child? After all, it would be a pity if
Achmed should find out that his brother lives. There is no telling what he might do when he discovers you to be the

lying little whore who deceived him. At the least he will kill you himself. At the worst he will turn you over to
Qannadi—"

"What do you want of me?' Meryem demanded in atight voice, barely able to speak for the smothering sensation that
was choking her.

"It will take avery specia person to get close enough to Khardan now to accomplish his death,” said Feisal, coming
close himself to Meryem and staring at her with his burning eyes. She felt his breath hot upon her skin, and she
involuntarily shrank from the disturbing presence. He grasped her wrist painfully. "This close!" he said. "Or closer
still!" He jerked her forward; her body touched his, and she shuddered at the awful sensation.

"Thereis someone who can get this close to him?* the Imam demanded.

"Yes!" Meryem gasped. "Oh, yes!"

"Good." Feisal released the woman suddenly. Unnerved, Meryem sank to the floor and remained there, on her knees,
her eyes lowered. "Y ou are skilled in your craft. | need not tell you how to proceed. Y ou must start your journey
tonight. Y ou will have to go on horseback—"

Meryem looked up, startled. "Why not Kaug?"

"The'efreet is. . . busy upon matters of Quar, important matters," said Feisal.

The priest appeared uneasy, and Meryem wondered for the first time if the rumors that had been whispered in the dark
and dead of night were true. Rumors that Kaug had disappeared, vanished. Rumors that he had not been seen nor his
power felt in days. Ddlicately, Meryem probed.

"Surely you do hot want me to waste time, Imam! It will take me weeks—"

"I said you will go by horseback!" the Imam interrupted sharply, his eyesflaring in anger.
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Meryem prostrated hersalf humbly in response, more from aneed to keep her flurried thoughts
concealed than out of reverence. Where was Kaug? What was dl this about? Something was wrong.
She could smell Feisdl'sfear, and shereveled in it. Undoubtedly she could turn thisto her advantage.

"l will leavetonight, asyou wish, Imam," she said, rigng to her feet. "1 will need money."

Going to ahuge strongbox that stood behind the dltar, Feisal opened it and returned presently with a
sackful of coins.

"l can giveyou escort asfar asKich, but no farther. Once you are in the desert, you are on your own.
That should be no problem for you, however, my child," the Imam added sardonicaly, handing Meryem
the money. "Even snakesmust flee your path.”

Not deigning to answer, Meryem took the sack, her own cool gaze meeting Feisd's burning one. Much
was said, though nothing was spoken. These were two people who knew each other deeply, distrusted
each other intensdly, and were willing to use each other mercilesdy to gain their heart'sdesire.

Without aword Meryem bowed and |eft Feisal's presence.



"Quar's blessng be with you, my child," he murmured after her.

Late, late that night, a soft knocking—severa distinct taps repeated in a peculiar manner—resounded on
the door of the dwelling of one Muzaffahr, apoor deder iniron pots, cauldrons, and spikeswhose stall
was the shabbiest in the souk. His goods, unskillfully made, were purchased only by those as poor as
himsalf who could not afford better. Servile and humble, Muzaffahr never raised his eyes abovethe level
of aperson's knees when he spoke.

But it was avery sharp eye, not aservile one, that peeped through the dats of the wooden door of the
ironmonger's hove, and it was not his usua whining voice that queried softly. "What's the word?"

"Benario, Lord of Snatching Hands and Swift-Running Feet,” came the answer.
The door opened, and awoman, shrouded in agreen
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caftan and heavily veiled, glided over the doorstep. The ironmonger shut the door softly and—finger to
his lips—took the woman's hand and led her through a curtained-off partition into aback room. Lighting
an oil lamp that gave only afegble glow from itstrimmed wick, Muzaffah—till enjoining slence—threw
asde athreadbare rug on the floor, opened a trapdoor that appeared beneath it, and reveded aladder
leading down into total darkness.

He motioned at the stair. The woman shook her head and drew back, but the ironmonger motioned
again, peremptorily, and the woman, casting him a threatening glance from her blue eyes, made her way
dowly and cumbersomely, entangled in her robes, down the ladder.

Muzaffahr followed swiftly, diding the trapdoor shut above them. Once below helit another lamp, and
light filled the room. The woman glanced around in amazed gppreciation, to judge by the widening of the
eyesthat were barely visble above her vell. Theironmonger, rubbing his hands, smiled proudly and
bowed severd times.

"Y ou will find no greater stock, madam, between here and Khandar. And there are very few in
Khandar," he added modestly, "who carry such an extensvelineasdo I."

"l can believethat," the woman murmured, and Muzaffahr grinned in pleasure at the compliment.

"And now, for what is madam in the market? Daggers, knives? | have many of my own make and design.
This one'—nhelifted proudly awicked-looking knife with a serrated blade and a handle made of human
bone—"has been blessed by the God himsdlf. Or perhaps poison—the favorite of gented ladies?' He
gestured to severd shelves built into the cavernlike walls of the holein the ground. Jars of al shapesand
szesstood in neat rows, each with alabe attached. "I have poisonsthat will kill within seconds and leave
no trace upon the victim's body."

Gliding closer, Meryem read the inscriptions on each jar with the air of one who knows her wares. Her
eyeslighted on aheavy stone crock, and theironmonger nodded. "1 see you are an expert. That isan
excellent choice. Takesthirty daysto work. The victim suffers the most excruciating agoniesthe entire
time. Ided for ariva for your man'slove" He sarted
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to lift the lid, but the woman shook her head and turned away.

"Ah, my rings. So it isnot arival then, but alover? | know, you see. | know how the needs of women and how they
prefer to work. | am a sensitive man, madam, very sensitive. Let me see your hand. Slender fingers. | do not know



whether | have any that small. Here is one—a chryso-beryl in a silver setting. It works thus.”

Turning the stone a half-twist, Muzaffahr caused atiny needle to spring out of die ring's setting. The sharp point
gleamed in thelamp light.

"When you curl your finger under, like this, the point extends beyond the knuckle and is easily inserted into the
flesh." The ironmonger gave the stone another half-turn and the needle disappeared. "And, once again, an innocent
ring. | can treat the needle for you or perhaps Madam would prefer to purchase the where-with-all and do that
herself?'

"Myself," said the woman in alow voice, muffled by her heavy vell.

"Very well. Shall you wear it?'

The shrouded head nodded. Holding out her hand, the woman allowed the ironmonger to dlip the ring upon her finger.
"How much and what kind? Fast acting or slow?"

"Fast," she said, and pointed to one of the jars upon the shelf.

"Excellent choicel" Muzaffahr murmured. "1 bow before an expert.”

"Never mind that. Hurry!" the woman spoke imperiously, and the ironmonger hastened to obey.

A small perfume via was filled with the selected poison. The woman concealed it in the folds of her robe. Money
exchanged hands. The lamp was extinguished, the ladder climbed, the trapdoor raised. Soon both stood in the
ironmonger's hovel that was a hovel once more, the tools of the assassin's trade well hidden beneath the trapdoor.
"May Benario guide your hand and blind your victim's eyes." Muzaffahr repeated the Thieves Blessing solemnly.
"May he indeed!" the woman whispered to herself and glided into the night.
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* % %

That morning, when Achmed returned to his tent, he found the following message scrawled upon a piece of
parchment.

My beloved. | overheard something this night which leads me to believe that your mother and the other followers of
our Holy Akhran being held prisoner in Kich arein terrible danger. | have gone to warn them of their peril and do
what | can to save them. As you value my life and those of the ones you love, say nothing of thisto anyone! Trust in
me. There is nothing you can do except remain here and perform your duty as the brave soldier that you are. To do
anything else might bring suspicion down upon me. Pray to Akhran for usall. | love you more than life itself.

—Meryem

Achmed had learned to read in the Amir's service. Now he wished his eyes had been torn from his head rather than
bring him such news. Rushing from his tent, missive in hand, the young man searched the camp. He dared not risk
asking anyoneif they had seen her, and hours later, dejected, he was forced to return to histent alone.

She was gone. There was no doubt. She had fled in the night.

Achmed pondered. His overwhelming desire was to rush after her, but that would mean abandoning his post without
leave—a treasonous offense. Not even Qannadi could shield the young soldier from the death penalty attached to
desertion. He considered going to the Amir and explaining everything and requesting leave to return to Kich.

As you value my life and those of the ones you love, say nothing of this to anyone!

The words leapt off the paper and burned into his heart. No, there was nothing he could do. He must trust to her, to

her nobility, her courage. Tearsin his eyes, he pressed the letter passionately to his lips and sank down on the bed,
gently caressing the blankets where her fragrance lingered still.



Chapter 3

Khardan and his companionsleft Serindain the early hours of evening, intending to crossthe Pagrah
desert during the cool hours of night. The journey was accomplished in silence, each person's thoughts
wrapping around him or her asclosdly astheir face masks. Lulled by the rhythmic swaying of the camels,
cooled by the night air, Mathew stared moodily at the myriad stars above that seemed to be trying to
outdo the myriad grains of sand below and wondered what lay ahead for them.

To judge by Khardan's grim expression and Zohras darkly flashing eyes whenever Mathew broached
the subject, it would not be pleasant.

"Surely no one saw us," Mathew repeated comfortingly over and over until the words plodded aongin
hismind in timeto the camd's footsteps. "We have been gone months, but that can be explained. Surely
noonesaw us...."

But even as he repeated the litany, willing it to come true, he felt someone watching him and, twisting in
the saddle, saw the cruel eyes of the Black Paladin glitter in the moonlight. Auda's hand patted the hilt of
the dagger at hiswaist. Shuddering, Mathew turned his back on the Paladin and hunched over inthe
saddle, determined to put acloser guard upon his thoughts.

They rode far into the morning. Mathew had discovered
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that he could sink into ahaf doze that permitted part of his mind to deep while another part kept awake
and made certain he did not "drift." He knew Zohra was watching him from the corner of her dark eyes,
and he had no desireto fed the sting of her camel stick across his back.

They dept through the heet of the day, and Khardan allowed them to rest in the early evening, then they
st off again. The Cdlif figured to arrive in the camp at the Tel at dawn.

Their firgt glimpse of the nomad's campsite was not auspicious. The four stood atop alarge sand dune,
highly visible against the morning sun that was rising & their backs. Thus, though no onein the camp
below could possibly recognize them—seeing only black silhouettes—K hardan declared by his
willingnessto be seen that he had no hostile intentions.

It took long minutes before anyone noticed them, however. A bad sign, gpparently, thought Mathew,
watching Khardan's face grow grimmer as he surveyed the scene below. In the center of the landscape
wasthe Tel, the lone hill that jutted up inexplicably from the flat desert floor. A few patches of brownish
green dotted its red surface—the cacti known as the Rose of the Prophet. Khardan's frowning gaze
lingered on the Rosg, flicked sideways to Zohra, and back again before any but the young man noticed.

Mathew knew the history of the Rose. Zohra had related to him how their God, Akhran, had brought
about her detested marriage to Khardan by pronouncing that the two must wed and their warring tribes
dwell together in peace until the ugly-looking cacti bloomed. Perhaps Khardan was surprised to note that
the plant was dtill dive. Certainly Mathew was surprised. It seemed remarkable to him that
anything—humansincluded—could live in such blesk and forbidding surroundings.

The casiswas nearly dry. Where before Mathew remembered abody of cool water surrounded by lush,



green growth, there was now only alarge, muddy puddle, afew straggling pams, and thetall desert grass
clinging to lifeonitsshore. A herd of scroungy-looking camelsand asmaller herd of horses were
tethered near the water.

The camp itself was divided into three separate and dis-
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tinct groups. Mathew knew die colors of Khardan's tribe, the Akar, and he recognized the colors of Zohra's tribe, the
Hrana. But he did not know the third until Khardan murmured, "Zeid's people," and he saw Zohranod silently in
response. The tents themselves were poor, makeshift affairs straggling across the sand without order or care. And
though it was early morning and the camp should have been bustling with activity before the heat of the late summer's
afternoon drove them to rest in their tents, there was no one about.

No women met to walk to the well together. No children scampered across the sand, rounding up the goats to be
milked, leading the horses to be watered. At length the four saw one man leave his tent and make his way, shoulders
sagging, to tend to the animals. He glanced around at his surroundings, more out of despairing boredom, it seemed,
than out of care. His surprise when he saw them standing on the dune above him was evident, and he ran off,
shouting, toward the tent of his Sheykh.

Khardan dismounted and led his camel down the dune, the others following. Auda moved to walk beside the Calif and
would have displayed his sword openly, but Khardan put his hand upon the Paladin's arm.

"No," he said. "These are my people. They will do you no harm. Y ou are aguest in their tents."
"Itisnot myself | fear for, brother,” returned Auda, and Mathew shivered.

Men came running, and as K hardan approached the camp he slowly and purposefully removed the haik that covered
his face. Mathew heard a collective sucking in of breaths. An-otiier man broke and ran back through the silently
staring throng.

Khardan came to the edge of the campsite. The men stood before him in arow, blocking his path. No one spoke. The
only sound was the wind singing its eerie duet with the dunes.

Mathew's hands, clutching the camel's reins, were wet with sweat. The hope in his heart died, pierced by the hatred
and anger clearly visible in the eyes of the Calif's people. The four stood facing the crowd that was growing larger
every minute as the word spread. Khardan and Audawere in
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front, Zohra dlightly behind and to their right, Mathew to their left. Glancing at Khardan, Mathew saw the man's jaws
tighten. A trickle of sweat ran down his temple, glistened on the smooth, brown skin of his face, and disappeared into
the black beard. Grimly, without speaking aword, Khardan took a step forward, then another and another until he was
almost touching the first man in the crowd.

The man stood with arms folded across his chest, dark eyes burning. Khardan took another step. Hisintention to
either walk through the man or over him was obvious. Shrugging, me man stepped back and to one side. The rest of
the crowd followed hislead, backing up, clearing a path. Slowly, his head high, Khardan continued on into the
campsite, leading his camel. Auda, beside him, kept one hand thrust into his robes. Matiiew and Zohra followed.

Unable to bear the stare of the eyes, the enmity that beat on them with the heat of the sun, Mathew kept his gaze fixed
on hisfeet and tried to control atremor in hislegs. Once he sneaked a quick glance at Zohra and saw her walking
majestically, chinin the air, her eyesfixed on the sky asif there were nothing worthy of her notice any lower.

Envying her the courage and pride that refused to give way to fear, Mathew shivered and sweat beneath his robes and
kept his eyes on the ground, nearly walking into the rear end of Khardan's camel when the group suddenly cameto a
halt.

There had been a spoken command; Mathew remembered hearing it through the blood pounding in his ears, and now
someone took the camel's reins from his nerveless hand and was leading the beast away. With some vague thought of
covering Khardan's back, Mathew moved forward, only to bump into Auda, who was doing the same thing with far



more speed and adeptness.
"Keep out of the way, Blossom," Auda ordered harshly, beneath his breath.

Flushing, feeling frightened and clumsy and useless, Mathew backed up and felt Zohra's hand catch hold of his and
thrust him behind her. Reluctantly, lifting his eyes, Mathew saw the reason for their halt.

Three men stood before them. One—a scrawny, bandy-
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legged man with a perpetudly gloomy expresson—M athew recognized easily as Sheykh Jeefar, Zohras
father. The other was a short, fat man with an oily-looking face and neatly trimmed black beard. This,
Mathew assumed, must be the Zeid that Khardan had mentioned on the dune. The other man seemed
familiar, but Mathew could not place him until Khardan, hisvoicetight, his bresthing heavy, said softly,
"Father.”

Mathew gasped audibly and felt Zohra's nails dig rebukingly through the folds of cloth and into hisflesh.
Thiswas Mgjiid! But what dreadful change had come over the man? The giant frame had collapsed. The
man who had once towered over the short Jaafar now stood even with him. The shoulders that had once
sguared in defiance were stooped and rounded in defeat. The hands that wielded sted in battle hung
limply at hisside, the feet that had proudly trod the desert shuffled through the sand. Only the eyes shone
fierce and proud asthe eyes of a hawk; the large, fleshless nose jutting forward from the outthrust head
might have been the tearing beak of a predatory bird.

"Do not cal mefather," said the old man in avoice shaking with suppressed fury. "I am no onesfather! |
have no sond"

"l am your eldest son, Father,” said Khardan evenly. "Calif of my people. | have come back.”
"My eldest sonisdead!” retorted Mgjiid, froth forming on hislips. "Or if not, he should be!”
Khardan flinched; hisface grew pae.

"Y ou were seen!” cried Jaafar's shrill voice. "The djinn, Fedj, saw you fleeing the battle dressed asa
woman, in company with that wildcat | once called daughter and the madman! The djinn sworeit with the
Oath of Sul! Deny it, if you can!™

"I do not deny it," said Khardan, and alow muttering rippled through the crowd of men. Auda’s dark
eyes darted here and there, his hand came out of hisrobes, and Mathew saw sted flash in the sun.

"l do not deny that | fled the battle!" Khardan raised hisvoicefor al to hear. "Nor do | deny that | was
dressed
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as..." hefdtered amoment, then continued strongly, "asawoman. But | deny that | fled acoward!”

"Say him!" Mgiid pointed. "Say them dl!" Hiswords bubbled on histonguein hisfury. "Say the coward
and hiswitch-wifel" The Sheykh himself reached for his scimitar, but his hand closed over nothing. He
had long ago ceased to wear hiswegpon. "My sword!" he howled, turning on acringing servant. "Bring
me my sword! Never mind! Give meyours!" Rounding on one of hismen, he grabbed the sword from
the man's hand and, swinging it ferocioudly, turned on Khardan.

Audadid infront of the Calif with practiced grace and ease, bringing his sword up to meet Mgjiid'swild



blow. The Black Paladin's next stroke would have diced Mgiid's head from his shoulders had not
Khardan and Sheykh Zeid each restrained the two.

"Cursed for eternity isthe father who days his son!" gasped Zeid, grappling with Mgiid for the wegpon.
"These are my peoplée! | forbid you to harm mem!" Khardan caught hold of Auda.
"The Calif must befairly judged and have a chance to spesk in hisown defense," Jaafar cried.

Majiid struggled briefly, impotently. Then, seeing it was usdlessin hisweakened condition to try to break
free, he hurled the sword aside. "Pah!" Glaring at Khardan, he spit on the ground at his son's feet and,
turning, shambled back to his dwelling.

"Takethe Cdlif under guard to my tent," ordered Zeid hastily, hearing the low rumbling of the crowd.
Severd of the Sheykh's men closed in on Khardan. Divesting him of sword and dagger, they started to
lead him away, but Auda stepped in front of them.

"Wheat of thisman?' demanded Jasfar, pointing atrembling finger at Auda

"l gowith Khardan," said the Black Paladin.

"Heisaguest," Khardan stated, "and shall be treated as such for the honor of our tribes.”
"He drew sted," muttered Zeid, regarding the formidable Audawarily.

"In my defense. Heis sworn to protect me."
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There was some awed murmuring over this. Clearly it went against Zeid's heart to offer the black-clad Auda his
hospitality, but as Khardan had said, their tribal honor hung in the balance. "Very well," said Zeid reluctantly. "He
shall be granted the guest period of three days, so long as he does nothing to violate it. Y ou take him to your tent," he
instructed Jaafar.

The Sheykh opened his mouth to protest, caught Zeid's glare, and snapped it shut. With an ungracious salaam, Jasfar
bowed and indicated that his home was Auda's home and showed the way with a sweep of his bony hand.

Nodding reassuringly to the Black Paladin, Khardan suffered himself to be led away by his captors. Auda followed
them, watching until the tent flap closed behind the Calif; then, with a black-eyed stare at Jaafar that made the little
man fall back a pace, he bowed sardonically and walked over to the tent that the Sheykh had indicated as his.

"And what of your daughter?' Zeid shouted after Jaafar.

"I don't want the witch near mel" screeched the Sheykh. "Send her with her accursed husband!"

Though Zohra's face was veiled, Mathew saw the scorn in her eyes.

Sheykh Zeid al Saban was clearly at aloss. He could not take the woman into his dwelling. Such athing would not be
seemly. "There are no women's tents," he said to her apologetically. " Since there are no women." The Sheykh dithered.
"You"—he finally pointed at one of his tribesmen— "vacate your dwelling. Take her there and keep her under guard.”
The man nodded, and he and another hurried forward to lead Zohra away. They would have taken her by the arms, but
the look she flashed them warned them back as effectively as if she had wielded a blade. Tossing her head, she walked
where they led. She had not spoken one word the entire time.

The only one who remained behind was Mathew, standing aone, his face burning beneath a hundred glowering gazes.

"What of the madman?' said someone at |ast.
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Mathew closed his eyes against the baleful stares, bis fists clenched as though he held his courage in his hands.

"We may not touch him," said Zeid at last. "He has seen the face of Akhran. Heisfreeto go. Besides," said the
Sheykh, turning away and shrugging, "heis harmless."

The rest of the men—eager to put their heads together and discuss this devel opment and specul ate on what the
Sheykhs would decide and how soon the execution of the coward and his witch-wife would take place—agreed
without question and hurried off to their gossip.

Opening his eyes, Mathew found himself standing alone.

Chapter 4

On the evening of the day they had arrived in the camp at the Tel, Mathew walked toward the tent where Zohrawas
being held prisoner. It was near Khardan's tent, he noted, as he approached. Standing at the entrance to both were
guards, who appeared uncomfortable and ill-at-ease, their hands constantly straying to touch their swords
reassuringly. The reason for their discomfiture was readily apparent. In the shadow of a nearby tent Auda squatted on
the desert floor, the dark, flat eyes never leaving Khardan's dwelling. The Black Paladin had posted himself at
noontime. He had not moved all day, and it did not seem likely, from his watchful manner, that he intended to move
ever again.

Avoiding the gaze of those eyes that he knew all too well, not envying the guards their being forced to endure that
malevolent stare for hours on end, Mathew quickened his pace to Zohra's tent.

Both guards bowed with the officious politeness the nomads aways exhibited to the madman. Mathew had, after all,
seen the face of the God. It would never do to insult him, lest he take it out on them after death when they themselves
would come face-to-face with Akhran. This gave Mathew a certain power over them, abeit a negative one. He
intended to useit, and he had even changed back into women's
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clothing that he had begged of Jaafar in order to enhance his appearance of being mentally infirm.

"I want to see Zohra," he said to the guard. He indicated a bundle he held in his hands. "I have some things for her."
"What things?' demanded the guard, reaching for the bundle.

"Women'sthings," Mathew said, holding onto it firmly.

The guard hesitated—certain private belongings of women were not considered suitable to the sight of men. "At least
let me feel to make certain you do not carry aweapon,” the guard said after a moment's pause.

Willingly Mathew held out the bundle, and the guard grasped it and prodded it and poked at it and, satisfied at last, let
Mathew pass into the tent without comment.

No man would have been permitted to enter this tent, Mathew thought bitterly, closing the flap behind him. But a
madman—a man who chose to hide himself in the clothes of awoman rather than face an honorable death, a man they
shun, aman they consider harmless—me they will alow inside.

An honorable death. The words caused his heart to constrict painfully. Khardan would die before he let his people
brand their Calif a coward. That must not happen.

We will see how "harmless® | am, Mathew resolved.

Zohra sat cross-legged on the bare tent floor. There were cushions in the tent, but after one look and awrinkling of his



nose, Mathew understood why she had tossed them into a corner rather than use them for her comfort. She glanced
up at him without welcome or hope.

"What do you want?" she asked dully.
"I came to bring you a change of clothing," said Mathew for the guard's benefit.

Zohra made a disdainful movement with her hand, started to speak, then stopped as Mathew swiftly put hisfinger to
hislips.

"Shhh," he warned. Kneeling down beside her, he unfolded the garments.

"A knife?' Zohrawhispered eagerly, but the fire in her eyes faded when she saw what the bundle contained. " Goat-
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skin?" shesaid in disgust, lifting the limp pieces of cured skin with athumb and for efinger.

" Shhh!" Mathew hissed urgently. Kohl, used to outline the eyes, and several falcon feather stumbled out onto the
floor. Seeing them, Zohra under stood. Thedark eyesflared.

" Scrolls!”
"Yes" said Mathew, breathing hiswordsinto her ear. " | haveaplan.”

"Good!" Zohrasmiled and lifted afeather whose quill had been sharpened to afinepaint. " Teach methe scrolls of
death!"

"No, no!" Mathew checked an exasperated sigh. He should have known thiswould happen. He considered telling
Zohrathat he could not take a human life, that the ways of his people wer e peaceful. He consider ed the notion briefly
and, sighing, dismissed it just asfast. He could imagine Zohra'sreaction. She already thought him crazy. " Y ou will
make scrollsof water.," hewhispered patiently.

Zohra scowled. " Water! Bah! | will kill them. Kill them all! Beginning with that sniveling swine, my father—"
"Water!" said Mathew sternly. " My plan isthis—"

Hewasabout to explain when voices camefrom outside.

"Let mein," demanded a grating voice at the near-by tent. " | will seetheprisoner.”

Mathew, drawing asidethetent flap ever so dightly, peeped outside.

It wasMajiid, talkingto Khardan'sguard.

"Leaveus" theold man ordered theguards. " | will not bein any danger and hewill not run away. Not again.”
Swiftly Mathew drew back. Heand Zohra heard the guards footstepscrunch over thesand. Therewasamoment's
pause and M athew could imagine M gjiid glowering at the unmoving Auda, then they hard thetent flap thrown aside
and K har dan'svoice respectfully—if somewhat ir onically— welcoming hisfather.

Zohra'sguardsweretalking thisover in low tones. Exchanging meaningful glances, both Zohra and Mathew crawled
quietly totherear of her tent. It sood closeto Khardan'sand, holding their breaths, they were ableto hear much of
the conver sation between father and son.
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"Have the Sheykhs determined my fate?"'

"No," growled Majiid. "We meet tonight. Y ou will be allowed to speak."

"Then why are you here?' Khardan's voice sounded weary, and Mathew wondered if he had been asleep.



There was silence asif the old man was struggling to speak the words. When they finally came out, they blurted forth,
forced out past some great obstacle. " Tell them that the witch ensorcelled you. Tell them that it was her scheme to
destroy our tribe. The Sheykhs will judge in your favor since you acted under the constraint of magic. Y our honor will
be restored."

Khardan was silent. Zohra's face was pale, but cool and impassive. Her eyes were liquid night. But she was not ascalm
as she seemed. Involuntarily she reached out and caught hold of Mathew's hand with her own. He squeezed it tightly,
offering what poor comfort he could.

After all, Mgjiid had asked nothing of Khardan but that he speak the truth.

"What will happen to my wife?'

"What do you care?' Mgjiid demanded angrily. " She was never wife to you!"

"What will happen?' Khardan's voice had an edge of steel.

"She till be stoned to death—the fate of women who practice evil magic!"

They heard arustling, as if Khardan rose to his feet.

"No, father. | will not say this to the Sheykhs."

"Then your fate isin the hands of Akhran!" snarled Majiid bitterly, and they heard him storm from the tent, yelling
loudly to the guards to take up their posts again as he | eft.

Mathew and Zohra started to return to their work when they heard Khardan speaking again—not to a human, but to
his God. "My fateisin your hands, Hazrat Akhran," said the Calif reverently. "Y ou took my life and gave it back to me
for areason. My people are in danger. Humbly | come before you and | beg you to show me how | may help them! If it
means sacrificing my life, | will do so gladly! Help me, Akhran! Help me to help them!”
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Hisvoicedied. A tear fdl hot on Mathew'shand. Looking up, he saw itsmate dide down Zohra's pallid cheek.
"1 talk of killingmem," shemurmured. " Hetalks of saving them. Akhran forgiveme."

Shedid not bother towipethetear away but moved swiftly and soundlesdy back to the center of thetent. Taking up
the quill, sherubbed it in kohl, and bending over the goatskin, keeping it hidden from view in case anyone entered
thetent, she began to laborioudy trace out the ar cane wor dsthat would bring water out of sand.

Chapter 5

The council convened shortly after Majiid left Khardan's tent, or at least Mathew assumed that this was the reason for
aloud burg of raised voices and vehement arguing that carried clearly in the till night air. When he had first begun
working on his scroll, he feared they might not have enough time to compl ete the work. But gradually, as the hours
passed and the haranguing continued, Mathew relaxed. From the occasional shout, he gathered that the Sheykhs were
fighting over whose side of the camp should hold the judgment and which Sheykh and whose akasul should preside.

Zeid claimed that since he was not near kin to any of the parties involved, he should be the one who sat in judgment.
This precipitated an hour's shouting match over whether a father's mother's sister's seventh son's brother's son related
to Mgjiid on the father's side was considered near kin. By the time this dispute was resolved (Mathew never did find
out how), the argument over the site began again with an entirely new set of issuesinvolved.

But though the bickering bought them time, Mathew found his feeling of ease seeping away. The yelling and the

clamoring rasped on his nerves like awood mason's file going across the grain. He found it increasingly hard to
concentrate,
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and when he had ruined his second scroll by misspelling aword he had known how to spell since the age of six, he
tossed down the quill in exasperation.

"After al, why should be hurry?' he said abruptly, startling Zohra. "They're not going to decide anything for a week!
They couldn't agree on the number of sunsin the sky! Jaafar would say it was one, Mgjiid would swear it was two and
onewas invisible, and Zeid would claim them both wrong and state that there were no suns in the sky and he would
dit the throat of anyone who accused him of lying!"

"All will be determined by morning," returned Zohra softly. She knelt upon the floor, bent nearly double to trace the
letters upon the goatskin. Her lips slowly and deliberately formed the sound of each letter she drew, as though this
would somehow aid her hand in executing the symbol.

Executing. The word made Mathew's hand tremble, and he hastily clasped one over the other. "How do you know?" he
asked irritably.

"Because they haveit al decided in their minds already," Zohrareturned, shrugging. She glanced up at Mathew, her
eyes dark poolsin the lamplight. "Thisis a serious matter. How would it look to the people if they made a decision in
only afew hours?"

A sudden clashing of steel made Mathew jump and almost spring to his feet, thinking that they were coming for them.
Zohrawent on writing, however, and Mathew—realizing the sound was confined to the council tent—supposed
bitterly that this matter of putting to death their Calif and his wife was so serious that the Sheykhs needed to shed
some of their own blood first.

Maybe they'll all kill each other, he thought. Savages! Why do | bother? What do these barbarians matter to me? They
think I'm mad! They are kind to me only out of superstition. | will always be some sort of strange and rare creature to
mem, never accepted. | will always be alone!

Mathew did not know his despairing thoughts were stamped plainly upon his face until an arm stole around his
shoulders.
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"Do not fear, Mat-hew," said Zohra gently. " our plan isagood one! All will be well!"

Mathew clung to her, letting her touch comfort him until he became aware that her caressing fingers were no longer
soothing but arousing. Hastily, gulping, he sat back and looked at her with awild hope beating in his chest. There was
caring in the dark eyes, but not the kind for which he longed. The smooth face was expressive of worry, concern,
nothing more.

But what more did he want? How could one be in love with two people at the same time?

Two people one could never have. . .

A groaned escaped Mathew's lips.

"Areyou sick again?' Zohra drew near, and Mathew, cringing, repelled her with an upraised hand.

"A dight pain. It will pass," he gasped.

"Where?' Zohra persisted.

"Here." Mathew sighed, and pressed his hand over his heart. "I've had it before. There is nothing you can do. Nothing
anyone can do." That, at least, was truth enough. "We had better finish the magic if we are to be ready by morning,"
he added.

She still seemed inclined to speak, then checked herself and, after gazing intently at the young man, returned silently
to her work.

She knows, he realized forlornly. She knows but does not know what to say. Perhaps she loved me once, or rather
wanted me, but that was when | first came and she and | were both frightened and weak and lost. But now she has
found what she sought; sheis sure of herself, strong in her love for Khardan. She doesn't know it yet, she won't admit
it. But it isthere, likearod of iron in her soul, and it is giving her strength.



And Khardan loves her, though he has armored himself against that love and fightsit at every turn.
What can | do, who love them both?

"Y ou can give them each other," came a voice soft and sad, echoing his heartbreak, yet with akind of deep joy in it
that he didn't understand.

"What did you say?"' he asked Zohra.
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"Nothing!" She glanced a him worriedly. "I said nothing. Areyou sureyou are dl right, Mat-hew?"

He nodded, rubbing the back of his neck, trying to rid himsdlf of atickling sensation, as of feathers
brushing againg hisskin.

Chapter 6

Thefollowing dawn the sun's firgt rays skimmed across the desert, crept through the holesin Mgiid's
tent, bringing silence with them. The arguing ceased. Zohra and Mathew glanced at each other. Her eyes
were shadowed and red-rimmed from lack of deep and the concentration she had devoted to her work.
Mathew knew his must |ook the same or perhaps worse.

The silence of the morning was suddenly broken by the sound of feet crunching over sand. They heard
the guards outside scramble to their feet, the sound of footsteps draw nearer. Both Mathew and Zohra
were ready, each had been ready for over an hour now, ever sncefirst light. Zohrawas clad inthe
women's clothes Mathew had brought for her. They were not the fine silk she was accustomed to
wearing, only asmple chador of white cotton that had been worn by the second wifein apoor man's
household. Its smplicity became her, enhancing the newfound gravity of bearing. A plain white mantle
covered her head and face, shoulders and hands. Held tightly in her hands, hidden by the folds of her vell,
were severd pieces of carefully rolled-up goatskin.

Mathew was dressed in the black robes he had acquired in Castle Zhakrin. Since he was able to come
and go fredly, he had left the tent in the middle of the night and searched the
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camp in the moonlit darkness until he found the camels they had ridden. Their baggage had been removed from the
beasts, thrown down, and left to lie in the sand as though cursed. Mathew could have wished the robes—retrieved by
Audafrom their campsite on the shores of the Kurdin Sea—cleaner and less worse for wear, but he hoped that even
stained and wrinkled they must till look impressive to these people who had never seen sorcerer's garb before.

Stealing back to the tent once he had changed his clothes, Mathew noted the figure of the Black Paladin sitting
unmov-ing before Khardan's tent. The slender white hand, shining in the moonlight asif it had some kind of light of its
own, beckoned to him. Mathew hesitated, casting aworried glance at the watchful guards. Auda beckoned again, more
insistently, and Mathew reluctantly approached him.

"Do not worry, Blossom," the man said easily, "they will not prevent us from speaking. After al, | am aguest and you
areinsane."

"What do you want?' Mathew whispered, squirming beneath the scrutiny of the flat, dispassionate eyes.

Auda's hand caught hold of the hem of Mathew's black robes, rubbing the velvet between hisfingers. "You are
planning something."



"Yes," said Mathew uncomfortably, with another glance at the guards.

"That is good, Blossom," said Auda softly, slowly twisting the black cloth. "Y ou are an ingenious and resourceful
young man. Your life was obviously spared for a purpose. | will be watching and waiting. Y ou may count upon me."

He released the cloth from his grasp, smiled, and settled back comfortably. Mathew left, returning to Zohra's tent,
uncertain whether to feel relieved or more worried.

The eyes of the guards opened wide when Mathew, clad in his black robes, emerged from the tent into the first light of
day. The young wizard had brushed and combed his long red hair until it blazed like flame in the sunshine. The
cabalistic marks, etched into the velvet in such away that they could not be seen except in direct light, caught the
sun's rays and
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appeared to leap out suddenly from the black cloth, astonishing al viewers.

Mathew's hands—gripping his own scrolls—were concealed in the long, flowing sleeves. He walked forward without
saying aword or looking at anyone, keeping his eyes staring straight ahead. He saw, without seeming to, Khardan
leave histent, saw the puzzled look the man cast him. Mathew dared not respond or risk breaking the show of mystery
he was wrapping around himself.

What the Archmagus would have said had he seen his pupil now came to Mathew's mind, and awan smile nearly
destroyed theillusion. "Cheap theatrics! Worthy of those who use magic to trap the gullible!" He could hear his old
teacher rage on, as he had once ayear at the beginning of First Quarter. "The true magus needs no black robes or
conical hat! He could practice magic naked in the wilderness' —since no one dared laugh in the presence of the
Archmagus, this statement always occasioned sudden coughing fits among the students and was later the source of
whispered jokes for many nights to come—"practice magic naked in the wildernessif he has only the knowledge of his
craft and Sul in his heart!"

Naked in the wilderness. Mathew sighed. The Archmagus was dead now, slaughtered by Auda's goums. The young
wizard hoped the old man would understand and forgive what his pupil was about to do.

Looking neither to the right nor the left, Mathew made his way through the camp, past the ranks of staring nomads,
and walked straight to the Tel. He seemed to travel blindly (although in reality he was watching where he was going
and carefully avoided large obstacles), occasionaly stumbling most convincingly over small rocks and other debrisin
his path.

Behind him he could hear the men following after him, the Sheykhs questioning everyone as to what was going on, the
nomads responding with confused answers.

"Thisisridiculous!" Zeid said angrily. "Why doesn't someone stop him?"
"Heismad," muttered Mgjiid sullenly.

"You stop him," suggested Jaafar.

"Very wel, | will!" humphed Zeid.
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The short, pudgy Sheykh—hands raised, mouth open— planted himsdlf in front of Mathew. The wizard,
staring straight ahead, kept walking and would have run the Sheykh down had not Zeid—at the last
moment—scrambled to get out of hisway.

"Hedidn't even see me!" gasped the Sheykh.
"Heisbeing led by the God!" cried Jaafar in an awed voice.



"Heisbeing led by the God!" The word spread through the crowd like flame cast on oil, and Mathew
blessed the man in his heart.

Hoping everyone—including Khardan—uwas following him, but not daring to look behind, Mathew
reached the Tel and begin to climbit, dipping and faling among the rocks and the scraggly-looking Rose
of the Prophet. When he was about hafway up, he faced around and spread hisarmswide, keeping the
goatskin scrolls concedled by turning his palms away from his audience.

"People of the Akar, the Hrana, and the Aran, attend to my words," he shouted in avoice as deep as he
could possibly makeit.

Standing at the foot of the Tel directly below him was Zohra. Khardan, held by his guards, was staring
darkly at Mathew, perhaps convinced that the young man had now truly gone mad. Near him,
Auda—face covered by his haik— watched with aglint of asmilein hisdark eyesand hishand near his
dagger. The sight of him made Mathew nervous, and he quickly shifted his gaze.

"Madman, come down!" Mgjiid sounded impatient. "We have no timefor this—"
"No time for the word of Akhran?' Mathew called out sternly.
The crowd muttered. Heads came together.

"Get him down from there, and let's get on with the judgment,” ordered Zeid, waving a severd of his
men.

At first Mathew thought they were going to refuse to obey, and they thought o, too, it seemed, until Zeid
grew red in hisface, swelling indignantly at this disobedience. Three men beganto climb the Tdl.

Mathew muttered a swift prayer to Promenthas and an-
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other to Sul, then—reciting the words he had written with such deliberation—he hurled one of the scrolls
to the ground at hisfeet.

An explosion sent fragments of rock and dust shooting out in dl directions. Purplish green smoke rose
up, obscuring the young wizard from sight. Trying to keep from coughing— held remembered to hold his
breath only at the last minute— Mathew attempted to compose himsalf so that, when the smoke cleared,
the crowd would see a sorceror in command, not ayoung man, tears running down his cheeks from the
smokein hiseyes, gagging a the smell of sulphur.

Chesp thegtrics, maybe. But it worked.

The three men who had been climbing up the hill were now scrambling back asif for their lives. Zeid had
gone white as histurban, Mgjiid's eyes bulged, and Jaafar had covered his head with his hands. Even
Zohra, who knew what he was going to do, appeared impressed.

"I have not only seen the face of Akhran, | have spoken to him,” Mathew shouted. "Asyou can see, he
haslent me hisfirel Attend to my wordsor | will cast it among you!™

"Spesk then,” growled Mgiid in atonethat said plainly, "Let's humor him; then we can get on with our



Thiswasrather disconcerting. Mathew had no choice, however, but to plunge ahead.

"I do not intend to deny what the djinn Fedj told you. Zohraand | did carry this man"—he pointed at
Khardan, who was shaking his head, making Sgnasthat Mathew should keep silent—"away, disguised
asawoman!

"But,” Mathew shouted over the murmurings of the crowd, "it was not alive body we carried. It wasa
corpse. Khardan, your Calif, was dead!"

AsMathew expected, this caught their attention. There was arustling as those who had been talking
demanded arepest of the madman's words from those who had been listening. Silence descended; the
air was heavy and charged as athundercloud.

"Y ou, hisfather, know it to be true!" Mathew jabbed afinger a Mgjiid. ™Y ou knew in your heart your
son was dead. Y ou told them he was dead, didn't you!" The pointing finger encompassed the tribe.
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Taken aback, the Sheykh could do nothing but glower, his white eyebrows bristling fiercely, and glare at Mathew.
There were nods from his tribesmen and narrowed, suspicious glances from those not of histribe.

"How many of you have ridden into battle with this man?' Mathew's finger shifted and aimed at Khardan. "How many
of you have seen hisvalor with your own eyes? How many owe your very livesto his courage?”'

Lowered heads, shameful glances. Mathew knew he had them now.

"And yet thisisthe man you charge with cowardice? | say to you that Khardan was dead before any of the rest of you
ever found your way to the battlefield!" Mathew quickly followed up his advantage. "Princess Zohraand I, having
fought off the Amir's troops who would have taken us prisoner as they took the rest of the women, saw the Calif fall,
mortally wounded. We took him from the field so that the foul kafir would not defile his body.

"And we dressed him in women's clothing."

The hush was breathless; not a man so much as moved lest he miss Mathew's next words.

"We did that—not to hide him from the troops," said Mathew in a quiet voice that he knew all must strain to hear. "We
did that to hide him from Death!"

Now they breathed, all at once, in arush of air that was like anight breeze. Mathew risked a swift glance at Khardan.
No longer scowling, the Calif was attempting to keep his face as expressionless as possible. Either he had some
glimpse of where Mathew was headed, or he now trusted the young man to lead him there blindfol ded.

"Desath was searching the field for victims of the battle, and since we knew she must be looking for warriors, we clad
Khardan in women's clothes. Thus Death did not find him. Y our God, Hazrat Akhran, found him.

"We fled Death, escaping into the desert. And there Akhran appeared to us and told us that Khardan should live, but
that in return for hislife he must offer his aid to the first stranger who came by. The Cdlif drew breath and opened his
eyes, and it was then that this man"—Mathew pointed at Auda, who was standing alone amidst the crowd, no one
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wanting to come too near him—"came to us and asked for our aid. His God, Zhakrin, was being held prisoner by Quar.
He needed usto help free him.

"Mindful of the bargain he had made with Akhran, Khardan agreed, and we went with the stranger and freed his God.
The stranger is aknight in hisland, aman sworn to honor. | ask you, Audaibn Jad, isthisthe truth | speak?"

"Itis," replied ibn Jad in his cool, deep voice. Removing the snake dagger from his belt, he lifted it high in the air. "I



call upon my God, Zhakrin, to witness my oath. May he plunge this knifeinto my breast if | am lying!"

Audalet go the knife. It did not fall but remained poised in the air, hovering above his chest. The crowd gasped in
astonishment and awe. Mathew recovered his voice—he had not been expecting that—and continued, somewhat
shakily.

"We left the homeland of ibn Jad and traveled back to the desert, for Akhran had come to us once again to tell us that
his people were in danger and needed their Calif. We crossed the Sun's Anvil—"

"No! Impossible!"

The nomads, who could swallow to a man a child's tale about Khardan fleeing Death in a disguise, scoffed at the
thought of anyone crossing the kavir.

"Wedid!" Mathew cried them down. "And thisis how. Y our Cdlif is not the only one to receive a gift from Akhran. He
bestowed a gift upon your Princess, aswell."

Their lives now depended on Zohra. The tribesmen turned wary, suspicious eyes upon her. Mathew nearly closed his,
afraid to watch, afraid that the spell wouldn't work, that in her agitation she had written the wrong words or written
them the wrong way or a hundred other things that could go wrong with the gift of Sul.

Taking the goatskin from the folds of her robes, Zohra held it up and read the words in a clear voice. The letters began
to wriggle and writhe and one by one fell off the skin onto the sand at her feet. Those near her began to shout and
exclaim and stumbled over themselvesto fall back, while those who could not see shouted and questioned and pushed
forward. Mathew could not see the pool of blue water at the woman's feet—her white robes blowing in the wind
obscured
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the view. But he knew it must be there, from the reaction of those around her and from the look of pride that swept
over Khardan's face as he gazed at her.

"Khardan has returned to you—a Prophet of Akhran. Zohra has returned to you—a Prophetess of Akhran. They have
returned to lead you to war! Will you follow them?'

This was where Mathew expected the rousing cheer. It was not forthcoming, and the young man stared at the crowd
beneath him in rising apprehension.

"That isall very well," said Sheykh Zeid smoothly, stepping forward. "And we have seen some fine tricks, tricks
worthy of the souk of Khandar, | might add. But what about the djinn?"

"Yes! Thedjinn!" came the cry from the crowd.

"I say to you"—Zeid faced the people, raising his stubby arms for silence—"1 say that | will nhame Khardan Prophet
and | will follow him to battle or to Sul's Hell if the Cdif chooses provided he can return to us our djinn! Surely,” Zeid
continued, spreading his hands, "Akhran will do no less for his Prophet!"

The crowd cheered. Majiid shot his son adark glance that said, "I warned you." Jaafar eyed Zohra fearfully, seemingly
expecting her to turn the entire desert to an ocean that would drown them all and Zohrawas glaring at the people asiif
thisideawas not far from her mind. Khardan cast Mathew a grateful, resigned glance, thanking the young man for the
vain attempt.

No! It wouldn't beinvain!

Mathew took a step forward. "He will bring back the djinn!" he announced. "In aweek's time—"

"Tonight!" countered Zeid.

"Tonight!" clamored the crowd.

"By tonight," Mathew agreed, his heart in his throat. "The djinn will return by tonight."

"If not, then he dies," said Zeid calmly. "And the witch with him."



There was nothing more to say, and Mathew could not have been heard in the uproar had he wanted to say it. Head
bowed, wondering how he'd managed to lose control of things so rapidly, the young wizard made his way dejectedly
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down the Tel. When he reached the bottom, Zohra put her arm consolingly around him.

"I'm sorry," he said to her, when avoice interrupted him.

Khardan, surrounded by guards, stood before him.

"Thank you, Mat-hew," said the Calif quietly. "Y ou did what you could.”

Mathew had the sudden strange sensation of being wrapped in a blanket of feathers.

"The djinn will be back!" he said, and suddenly, for some reason, he believed his own words. "They will be back!"

Khardan sighed and shook his head. "The djinn are gone, Mat-hew. As for Akhran, he may be defeated himself now,
for dl we—"

"No, look!" Reaching down, Mathew touched one of the ugly cacti. "Tell me how thisremains alive, when al around is
dead and withered! It is because Akhran is alive—just barely, perhaps, but he lives! Y ou must continue to have faith,
Khardan! Y ou must!"

"I agree with Blossom, brother," said Auda unexpectedly, coming up behind them. "Faith in our Gods and in each
other is all we have left now. Faith alone stands between us and doom."

Chapter 7

"Faith. | must havefaith," Mathew repested to himself over and over during the day that lasted far too
long and seemed likely to end dl too rapidly.

Minute after minute did past, precious as drops of water from a punctured girba. Mathew tasted each
minute; hetouched it, heard it fal away from him and vanish in the vast poal of time. Every noise—beit
the barking of one of the mangy camp dogs or the shifting of aguard outside Zohras tent—brought him
to hisfeet, peering eagerly out the tent flap.

But it was nothing, dways nothing.

Noon came and went and the camp quieted, everyone resting in the blazing heat. Mathew gazed
envioudy at Zohra. Exhausted by her night'swork and the tension of the morning, she had fallen adeep.
Hewondered if Khardan was deeping, too. Or was he lying in shadowed darkness, thinking that if he'd
donethe talking—as, by rights, he should have—all would have gone well?

Sighing heavily, Mathew let his aching head sink into his hands. "1 should have kept out of this™ he
reprimanded himself. "These aren't my people. | don't understand them! Khardan could have handled it. |
should have trusted him—"

Someonewas in the tent!
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Mathew saw a shadow from the corner of his eye but had no time to draw a breath before a hand
clapped firmly over hismouth.

"Do not make asound, Blossom," breaethed avoicein hisear. "Y ou will dert the guardd”

His heart pounding so that he saw starbursts before his eyes, Mathew nodded. Audareleased hisgrip
and, motioning to Mathew to wake Zohra, melted back into the darker shadows of the tent.

It seemed ashameto disturb her. Let her have her few last moments of peace before—
Auda gestured peremptorily, the cruel eyes narrowed.
"Zohral" Mathew shook her gently. "Zohra, wake up.”

She was awake and dert ingantly, stting up among the cushions and staring at Mathew. "What? Have
they—"

"Shh, no." He pointed toward Auda, barely visble .in the dim light at the back of the tent. The Paladin
had removed the facecl oth and now pressed hisfinger againg hislips, commanding silence.

Zohrashrank away from him in fright; then seeming to recollect hersdf, she stiffened and glared a him
fiercdly.

Moving softly, Auda crept over to them and, beckoning them near, said in abarely heard undertone,
"Blossom, what killing magic can you have ready?'

Deadly cold swept over Mathew, despite the sweltering heat. His fingers went numb, his heart ceased to
function, he could not draw in air. Sowly, unable to speak, he shook his head.

"What?'Y ou don't know any?' Audasaid, hisdark eyesglinting.

Mathew hesitated. That waswhat he would answer. He didn't know any. The Black Paladin must accept
this. The words were on hislips, but he saw then that he had waited too long. Theliemust be plainin his
eyes. He shook aswith achill and said tightly, "1 will not kill."

"Mat-hew!" Zohrasfingersdug into hisarm. "Canyou dothis. . . killing magic?'
"Hecandoit,” Audasaid camly. "Hewon't, that'sal. Hewill let you and Khardan diefirst.”
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Mathew flushed. "I thought you were the one who counseled faith!"

"Faith in one hand." Auda held forth hisleft hand, closed in afist. "Thisin the other." Hisright hand reached into his
robes and brought forth the snake dagger. "So my people have survived."

"We returned to the Tel to save your people!" Mathew looked to Zohra. "And now you want to slaughter them?"

Zohraran her tongue over her lips; her face was pale, her eyes wide and burning with afierce, inner fire of hope that
was dowly being quenched. "I—I don't know," she whispered distractedly.

"We do what we must do! These"—the Paladin motioned outside the tent—"are not all of your people." Auda's voice
was soft and lethal. It might have been the serpent-headed dagger speaking. " The women and children and young men
are being held prisoner in Kich. We can save them, but only if you and Khardan are aive! If you die—" He shrugged.

"Heisright, Mat-hew."



"My God forbids the taking of life—" Mathew began.

"Thereisno war in your land?" Auda questioned coolly. "The magi do not fight?"

"I do not fight!" Mathew cried, forgetting himself. The guards stirred outside. Auda's eyes flashed dangerously. He
twisted to hisfeet. A ray of the burning sun that filtered through the tent flap glinted off the blade of the knife in his
hand.

Mathew tensed, sweat running down his body. The guards did not enter, and it occurred to Mathew that they must be
half-stupified with the heat.

Settling himself beside Mathew, Audatook hold of the young man's arm and squeezed it painfully. His breath burned
Mathew's skin. "Y ou've seen a man beheaded before, haven't you, Blossom? Swift and fast, a single stroke of the
blade across the back of the neck."

Mathew cringed, going limp in the man's cruel grasp. Once again he saw John kneeling in the sand, saw the goum raise
his sword, saw the stedl flash in the sun'sdying light. . . .

Auda's grip tightened; he drew Mathew closer.

"Thisishow Khardan will die. Not a bad death. A flash
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of pain and then nothing. But not Zohra. Have you ever watched anyone being stoned to death, Blossom? A rock
strikes the head. The victim, bleeding and dazed and in pain, tries desperately to avoid the next. It hitsthe arm with a
crunching sound. Her bones break. Again she turns, trying to flee, but there is nowhere to run. Another rock thuds
into her back. She falls. Blood runsin her eyes. She cannot see, and the terror grows, the pain mounts. ..."

"No!" Mathew clenched hisfistsin agony behind his head, covering his ears with shaking arms.

Audareleased him. The Paladin, sitting back, gazed on him with satisfaction.

"You will help us, then."

"Yes," said Mathew through trembling lips. He could not look at Zohra. He had seen her in his mind's eye, lying limp
and lifeless on the bloodsplattered sand, crimson staining the white robe, the black hair clotted with red. "The spell |
cast thismorning." He swallowed, trying to maintain his voice. "More powerful . . . much more powerful ..."

"Y ou will use the magic of Sul. | will call down the wrath of my God," said Auda. " Those we do not stop will be too
terrified to chase after us. | will have the camels ready. We can make our way to Kich. What components do you need
for this spell of yours, Blossom? | assume this one cannot be cast using the skin of a goat."

"Sdltpeter," Mathew mumbled. "It's achemical. Perhaps, the residue from the urine of horses—"

"I refuse!" cried along-suffering voice. "It is bad enough that | must clean up the tent after madam's cushion-ripping
tantrums. Bad enough that | never have a moment's peace in which to eat a quiet bite. Bad enough that | am ordered to
go here, fetch this, do that! But | refuse"—a curl of smoke flowed out of one of Zohra's rings and began to take shape
and form in the center of the tent—"1 absolutely refuse," said afat djinn with great dignity, "to fetch horse piss."

No one spoke or moved. All stared at the djinn dazedly.

Then Zohraleaped forward. "Usti!" she cried.

"No, madam! Don't!" The djinn flung his flabby arms protectively over his head. "Don't! | beg of you! Where are
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the horses? Hand me abucket! Just don't hurt me—I . . . madam! Redlly! Y ou are amarried woman!"

Flushing bright red, the scandalized djinn fended off Zohra, who was hugging and kissing him and laughing
hystericaly.

"What is going on in there?' demanded a guard.



Auda dlipped out of the tent, disappearing as swiftly and silently asif he were adjinn himself.

"Where are Sond and Fedj and Pukah?" Zohra asked suddenly. "Answer me!" she insisted, shaking the fat djinn until
his teeth rattled in his head.

"Ah! T-t-thisism-more likeit-t-t," stuttered Usti. "If m-m-madam will re-1-lease m-me, | will—"

"Thedjinn!" A guard, thrusting his way into the tent, stared at Usti in awe. "The djinn are back! Sheykh Jaafar!" He
turned and fled, and Mathew could hear him shouting as he ran. "Jaafar, sidil The djinn are back! The madman spoke
truly! Khardan is a Prophet! He will lead usto defeat the kafirl Our people are saved!"

Relief thawed Mathew, melting his anguish. Hurrying outside, he saw Khardan emerge from histent in company with
Sond, Fedj, and a huge, black-skinned djinn that the young wizard did not recognize.

But where, Mathew wondered, is Khardan's djinn? Where is Pukah?

The Sheykhs came running. Zeid's round face was red with pleasure and delight. He declared to anyone who would
listen that he had always known Khardan was a Prophet and he—Zeid a Saban—was responsible for proving it.
Jaafar's mouth gaped wide in astonishment. He started to speak, inhaled alarge quantity of dust kicked up by the
gathering crowd of cheering tribesmen, and would have choked to death had not Fedj solicitously pounded his master
on the back.

Majiid said nothing. The old man ran straight to his son and, flinging his arms around him, cried the first tears he had
shed in over fifty years. Khardan embraced his father, tears streaming down his own cheeks, and the men from all the
tribes united to cheer wildly.

When Zohra stepped from her tent, they cheered her, too. Jaafar darted over to press his daughter to his bosom but,
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daunted by the firein her eye and recollecting certain unfortunate statements he had made concerning her, decided to
give her agingerly pat on the arm. The Sheykh then ducked hurriedly behind the muscular Fed;.

Standing tall and upright, his arm around his son's shoulder, Majiid faced the dancing, singing crowd and was about
to call—somewhat belatedly—for a celebration. Zohrawas walking over to stand next to her husband when a
disturbance at the rear of the crowd caused those in front to turn around, their yells dying on their lips.

A rider was approaching. Coming from the east, the figure on horseback was muffled to the eyes, and there was no
telling who or what it was. It was alone, and so no weapons were drawn.

The horse, covered with lather, foam dripping from its mouth, dashed into camp. Men scrambled out of itsway. The
rider checked it in its headlong course, pausing to scan the faces as though searching for someone.

Finding the person sought, the rider guided the weary animal straight to Khardan.

Therider drew aside a veil covering the head, revealing a quantity of golden hair that shone brightly in the sun.
Holding out her hands to Khardan, Meryem cried out his name and then fell, fainting, from her horseinto hisarms.

Chapter 8

"And s0," Sond finished histae solemnly, "Pukah sacrificed himsdlf, luring Kaug to the mountain of iron
and tricking the 'efreet ingde while theimmortal, Asrid, guardian angel of the madman—I beg your
pardon, Effendi.™" Sond bowed to Mathew. "Asrial, guardian angel of agreat and powerful sorcerer,
dammed shut the doors of the mountain, and now both Kaug and Pukah are sedled forever ingde. Since
the 'efreet isno longer stirring up strife among the immortas, many of us have banded together and now
amog dl on the heavenly plane have united to fight Quar.”

The men who crowded in and around the tent nodded gravely and murmured among themselves, rattling
swords and intimating by their actionsthat it was time they, too, went to battle.

"May | spesk, My Lord?' said Meryem timidly from her seat next to the Calif.



"Certainly, lady," replied Khardan, looking a her fondly.

Next to Mathew, Zohragrowled deep in her throat, like a hungry lioness. Mathew closed his hand over
hers, wanting to hear what Meryem had to say.

"Itisvery noble of the Calif to have sacrificed hisdjinn for the sake of hispeople, and it isawonderful
thing that the evil Kaug has been finally rendered harmless, but | fear that
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this—ingtead of helping our people in Kich—has only put them in the most terrible danger.”
"What do you mean, woman?" Sheykh Zeid demanded.

Awarethat al eyeswere on her, Meryem became suitably pale and more timid than before. Khardan,
taking hold of her hand in his, urged her to courage. Flushing, Meryem cast him agrateful glance and
continued. "The Imam returnsto Kich in two weeks time. He has proclaimed that if your people being
held prisoner in Kich have not converted to Quar by then, he will put them—every one—to the sword.”

"Isthispossible?' Khardan demanded, shocked.

"| fear 0, Cdif," said Zeid. "He has done it before, in Meda and Bagtine and other cities. |, mysdf, heard
this samethreat. If, asthe djinn say, Quar istruly desperate now—" he shrugged hisfat shoulders

desparingly.
"We must rescue them, then,” said Khardan firmly. "But we cannot attack Kich—"
"I know a secret way into the city,” said Meryem eagerly, her eyes shining. "'l can lead you!"

Rising to her feet, Zohra stalked out of the tent. Khardan saw her leave, and it seemed he started to say
something, then shook his head dightly and turned back to the conversation around him. Mathew, casting
the Calif an exasperated ook, hurried to catch up with Zohra

"Wemugt tel him!" he said urgently.

"No!" Zohrasaid, angrily sheking off Mathew's hand from her arm. "L et him make afool of himsdlf over
the houri!”

"But if he knew shetried to murder you—"

"Y ou told him about the spell she cast over him!™ Zohrawhirled and faced Mathew. "Did helisgen? Did
he believe? Bah!" She turned, continued walking, and stormed into her tent.

Mathew took a step after her, then stopped. He took a step back to the Calif's tent and stopped again.
Confused, upset, and uncertain what to do, the young wizard turned his footsteps toward the open
desert, the coolness of the oasis. Though night had falen, the sand radiated so much heet from the day
that it would be some time before the temperature became bearable.
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"I told him about Meryem casting the spell on him. | told him about her trying to capture him and take him to the Amir.
Obvioudly he didn't believe me, or maybe it flattered him to think she cared so much for him. Why can't he see?”'



Mathew fumed. "The man isintelligent about everything else! Why, in this one instance, is he such a blind fool ?*

Had Mathew been more experienced in the sweet torment of love, he would never have asked the question, let alone
been unable to find the answer. But he wasn't, and he fretted and swore and paced back and forth until he worked
himself into afevered sweat that dried on his body and set him to shivering as night's chill grew.

When he became aware, finally, that the babble of voices had ceased, he realized it was |ate, very late at night. The
meeting had broken up, the tribesmen wending their ways to their tents. Weariness overwhelmed the young man.
Returning to the camp that was empty and silent, he discovered that by night all tentslook alike. Mathew stumbled
sleepily and irritably first this direction, then that, hoping to find some late roamer who could guide him. Catching sight
of movement, he headed toward the person, apleafor aid on hislips. The words died unspoken, and Mathew—wide
awake— darted back into the shadow of atent, out of the light cast by stars and a half-moon.

A lithe figure glided through the camp. She was wrapped in silken veils, but Mathew had no trouble recognizing the
delicate, diminutive stature, the graceful walk. Stealthily the young man followed Meryem and was not surprised to see
her creep up to the closed flap of atent Mathew guessed must be Khardan's.

"Who isit? Who isthere?' called the Calif, alert, it seemed, to the slightest sound.

"ItisMeryem, My Lord," responded the woman in a half-smothered whisper.

K eeping to the deepest shadows, Mathew saw the tent flap open. Khardan appeared, silhouetted against golden lamp
light. "What are you doing here? It is not proper—"

"I don't care!" Meryem cried, clasping her hands, her voice quivering. "1 have been so miserable! Y ou don't know what
it waslike! The Amir's troops captured me during the
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battle and carried me back to Kich! | was terrified that they would recognize me as the Sultan's daughter and drag me
before the Amir. But, thank Akhran, they didn't!" She began to weep. "Y our mother, Badia, cared for me asif | were her

own daughter. She never believed you were dead, and neither did 1"

Khardan put his hands on the girl's heaving shoulders. "There, there. It isall right now." The Calif paused, hisfingers
twining themselves in the silken veil. "If my mother isimprisoned, how isit that you are not there also?"

The question was carelessly put. Mathew caught the slight tenseness in the voice, however, and hope surged through
him.

"I managed to escape," said Meryem, swallowing her tears and gazing up at the Calif adoringly. "I came to you as fast
as| could."

The answer seemed to satisfy Khardan, to judge by hisfond smile. Mathew grit his teeth. Can't you see she'slying? It
was al he could do to keep from rushing from his hiding place and shaking some sense into the man.

"Let us be happy, my love!" Meryem continued, drawing near and putting her hands caressingly on his chest. "I don't
want to wait for us to be married. Danger is so near.” She nestled into his arms. "Who knows how long we may have
together?"

Smiling at her, Khardan drew Meryem into his tent.

A fury gripped Mathew by the throat, a fury such as he had never experienced.

"By Promenthas, I'll confront her with the attempt on Zohraslife! Let her deny it before Khardan, if she can! And I'll
remind him of that little silver charm she hung around his neck while I'm at it!"

Not stopping to think what he might be interrupting, Mathew ran over to the tent. The flap had been |eft open;
Khardan was so taken by passion, apparently he forgot to closeiit.

Mathew entered the tent silently. Blinking in the bright lamplight, he waited impatiently for them to acknowledge his
presence. Neither did. Khardan's back was to Mathew, the Calif appeared intent on kissing soft flesh. Meryem'sarms

228

WEISAND HICKMAN



were around Khardan's neck. Her eyes were closed and she moaned in ecstasy. Wrapped up in their pleasure, neither
noticed the young man.

Suddenly the realization of what he was doing and how Khardan would react to this violation of his privacy struck
Mathew. His face burning with shame, he started to quietly edge his way out, intending to dink off into the desert and
spend the night fuming in what he recognized was the rage of jealousy.

As he moved, his attention was caught by Meryem's hands; the skin glimmering white in the lamplight. Instead of
caressing the Calif, the hands were doing something very strange. Dainty fingers closed over the stone of aring she
wore and gave it adeft twist. A needle shot out, gleamed for an instant, then vanished in shadow as Meryem slowly
and deliberately moved the ring toward Khardan's bare neck.

Mathew had seen assassin's rings. He knew how they worked. He knew that Khardan would be dead or dying within
moments. The Calif's weapons lay on awooden chest at the foot of his bed. Springing forward, Mathew grabbed the
dagger, and in the same moment, never noticing that Khardan's hand was closing over Meryem's wrist, the young
wizard plunged the knife into the woman's back.

A wailing scream deafened him. He felt Meryem's body stiffen. Warm blood drizzled over his hand. The body jerked
horribly in its death throes; a heavy weight sagged against him. Appalled, Mathew sprang back, and Meryem dropped
to the floor. She lay on her back, her legs twisted at an awkward angle. Blue, glassy eyes stared up at him.

"My god!" whispered Mathew. The bloodstained knife fell from his fingers, which had gone limp and numb.

A shadow entered the tent. Pausing, it looked from Mathew to the corpse. Khardan bent over Meryem, perhaps
searching desperately for life.

"Ah, well done, Blossom," commented Auda.

"Khardan!" Mathew licked his tongue across his dry lips. He felt a hot sickness welling up inside him. The ground
canted away beneath hisfeet. "I—I .. . Shewas..."

To his amazement, Khardan looked up coolly at Auda.

"You wereright," he said heavily. "Thisisatool of
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Benario's." Lifting the flaccid hand, the Cdif gingerly exhibited the ring with its deadly needle.

Mathew's weakness abated momentarily, lost in his shock. "Y ou knew?" he gasped.

Khardan gave him arebuking glance. "Of course. | thought long about what you told me. | remembered certain things
she said to me, and finally | began to understand. She failed in her attempt to capture me for the Amir, and so she

returned to do the only thing left—murder me."

Mathew swayed on his feet. Khardan, rising swiftly, caught the young man in his arms. Easing Mathew onto the bed,
the Calif gestured to the Black Paladin to bring water.

"I'mall right!" Mathew gasped, shaking his head in refusal, fearing if he drank anything he would gag.
"Audarecognized her. He had seen her at Khandar," Khardan continued. Putting his arm around Mathew's shoulders,
he forced the young man to sip at least a small mouthful of the tepid liquid. "Meryem was not a Sultan's daughter, but
the Emperor's daughter by one of his concubines. She was given to Qannadi as a gift and was acting in his service."

"I killed her!" Mathew said hollowly. "I felt her ... the knife goingin . . . that scream ..." Gazing at his hand, the blood,
moist and sticky, shining black in the moonlight, he shuddered and doubled up, retching.

"Her life wasforfeit," said Auda calmly, standing over the bed and looking down at Mathew with amusement in the
dark eyes. " She has murdered before, not a doubt of it. Benario's followers must, you know. They call it 'blooding.'
Only one who was high in the God's favor and knowledgeable in his ways could have secured aring like this."

"Khardan! Are you safe? | heard a scream!™ V oices were clamoring outside the tent.



Motioning for the Calif to remain where he was, Audalifted Meryem's body in hisarms and carried her out. "An
assassin," he shouted to the gathering, murmuring crowd, "sent by Quar to murder your Calif. Fortunately | was able
to stop her in time!"

Mathew looked up at Khardan. "1bn Jad is right, Khardan. Shetried to kill Zohra," he said in a croaking whisper, his
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throat raw. In broken sentences he related the incident to the Calif, who listened gravely, his face serious.

"Y ou should have told me."

"Would you have believed us?' Mathew asked softly.

"No." Khardan sat back on his heels. "No, you areright. | was then—as you thought me now—a blind fool."

Mathew flushed, hearing his innermost thoughts spoken aloud. "I didn't—" he began confusedly.

Khardan rested his hands on the young man's shoulders. "Once again, Mat-hew, you have saved my life."

"No," said Mathew miserably. "Y ou knew about her. Y ou knew what she would do. Y ou were ready for her."
"Perhaps not. All she had to do was prick the flesh once and ..." Khardan shrugged. His eyes |eft the young man and
stared out into the night, seeing—perhaps—the lithe figure entering once again. "Believe this, Mat-hew," he said
softly. "I have faced death in many forms, but when | saw that ring on her finger, when | felt her hands touch my skin,
ahorror came over me that changed my bowels to water and stole the strength from my body!" He shivered and shook
his head, looking back at Mathew. "It was well you came. Akhran guided you."

"I've taken ahuman lifel" Mathew cried in alow voice, clenching his crimson-stained hand.

"We do what we must do," Khardan said offhandedly. "Come, young man," he added somewhat impatiently when
Mathew shook his head, refusing to be comforted, "would you rather have let her kill me?"

"No, oh no!" Mathew looked up swiftly. "It's just—" How could he explain to this warrior the teachings of his parents
that even in time of war their people refused to fight, insisting that all life was sacred. And yet, thought Mathew
confusedly, there had never come atime to them when the sanctity of their home had been rent asunder, their children
torn screaming from their mothers' arms.

"You aretired," said Khardan, clapping him on the shoulder and helping him rise from the cushions. " Sleep, and you
will feel better in the morning. We have much to talk about tomorrow."

| amtired, Mathew said to himsdlf. But will | deep? Will
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At least, he noted thankfully when he left the tent, he wouldn't have to talk to anyone. He could make his stumbling
way back in secret and alone. The tribesmen who had gathered in the initial excitement paid no attention to him. There
was an amazed reaction as Audatold his story, Mathew inwardly blessing the Paladin for taking credit for the killing
and leaving him out of it. The tribesmen talked volubly, a few Hrana stated that they had mistrusted the woman the
first timethey saw her. Since thisimplied criticism of the Calif— now Prophet—those few making such claims were
shouted down. The Akar were speaking loudly of how all had been duped by Meryem's beauty, innocence, and charm.

"Throw her to the jackals!" cried someone.

Auda, with a procession of nomads accompanying him, carried the corpse to the outskirts of camp. The body hung
limp in the Paladin's grasp. A white arm—entangled in a silken scarf—dropped suddenly down, to dangle and sway in
amockery of seduction as though she were trying, one last time, to avoid her fate. But the jackals, looking at that
nubile body, would see only meat.

Shuddering, suddenly dizzy and sick, Mathew turned away.



He felt eyes upon him and, glancing around, saw Zohra standing in the entrance of her tent. She said nothing, and he
could not read her eyes. She made no sign, and Mathew did not go to her. She had heard Audatalking, of course.
Mathew guessed she knew the truth.

He walked blindly on. Reaching his tent, more by accident than design, he started to go inside, but the thought of
stepping into the smothering darkness—the darkness that no matter what he did to aleviate it always smelled strongly
of goat—made him gag. Mathew drew his hand back from the flap.

He breathed in the cool night air and looked at the tents scattered around him. Many nights before he had done this
same thing—stepped outside to gaze despairingly at the moon and stars, imagining them shining down upon his
homeland, glinting off the water of countless streams, rivers, lakes, and pools.
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Tonight he saw anew moon—atiny wisp of amoon— baance on itstip on the horizon asif it were
testing itsdlf before rising farther. For the first time Mathew saw the moon shine—not on the castle walls
of hishomesickness—but on the desert. The stark and barren beauty pierced the young man's heart.

The desert islondly, but then so arewe dl, wrapped in our frail husks of flesh. It isslent, vast, and
empty, and it brushes away man's marksin its sand with an uncaring hand. It iseternd, everlasting, yet
constantly changing—the dunes shift with the wind, sudden rain bringsforth life where there was nothing
but death, the sun burnsit all awvay once more.

The past few months, | have been living only because | was afraid to die. He saw himsdlf suddenly asthe
sckly brown cacti, the Rose of the Prophet, clinging to ameaningless existence among the rocks. Auda
had said to him, Your life was obviously spared for a purpose. And dl he could do with thet life,
apparently, was mope about whining and crying that it wasn't what he wanted. Blossom, Audacaled
him. He could either decay and rot away or blossom and give meaning not only to hislife, but to his
death.

Suddenly, humbly and joyfully, Mathew reveled in being dive.

Helooked down at his bloodstained hand. He had taken alife. Promenthas would call him to account for
it. But he had doneit to save alife.

And hewas no longer afraid.

Chapter 9

"l do not trust that woman—Meryem's—story of the Imam'sreturn to Kich," growled Mgjiid.

"I never trusted her," piped up Jeafar. "1 didn't believe aword she said. It was you took her into your
dwelling, Sheykh d Fakhar—an insult to my daughter, awoman whose virtues number asthe sarsin
heaven."

Mgjiid's eyes bulged; he bristled like a cornered tiger.

"Come, come," interposed Zeid smugly. " There were three who were victims of the Emperor's
whore—two of them old goats who should have known better."

"Old goatd" Jeafar shrieked, rounding on Zeid.

Khardan, rubbing his aching temples, bit back the hot words of anger and frustration that roseto hislips.
Forcing himsdlf to remain cam, hisvoice did swiftly and smoothly between the combatants.



"I have sent the djinn to Kich to verify Meryem's story. They should return at any moment with word.”
"Not my djinn?" Zeid glared a Khardan.

"All thedjinn."

"How dare you? Rgaismy persond djinn! Y ou have no right—"

"If it hadn't been for my son, you would have no persond djinn!" laughed Mgiid raucoudy, stabbing a
bony
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finger into Zeid's shrunken, flabby middle. "If my son wantsto use your djinn—"
"Where's Fedj?" Jaafar was on hisfeet. "Have you taken Fedj?'

"Silence!" Khardan roared.

The tent quieted, the Sheykhs saring a the Cadlif with varying looks—Zeid dy and furtive, Jaafar
offended, and Mgjiid indignant.

"A son does not say such thingsto hisfather!" Mgiid sated angrily, rising to hisfeet with hedp froma
servant. "l will not St in my son'stent and—"

"You will sit, Father," said Khardan coldly. "Y ou will Sit in patience and wait for the return of the djinn.
You will st becauseif you do not, our people are finished, and we might aswell al go and throw
oursalves at the feet of the Imam and beg for Quar's mercy.” Saying thus, he cast astern glance around at
the other two Sheykhs.

"Mmmm." Zeid smoothed his beard and gazed at Khardan speculatively. Jaafar began to moan that he
was cursed, mumbling that they might aswell give themsalves up to Quar anyway. Mgiid glared a his
son fiercely, then abruptly threw himsdlf back down upon the tent floor.

Khardan sighed and wished the djinn would hurry.

It was night. The Sheykhs were meeting in Khardan's tent, holding council about their future plan of
action. Crowded around the tent were the men of all threetribes, glaring suspicioudy at each other but

maintaining an unessy peece.

The council had not begun auspicioudly. Zeid had opened it by announcing, "We have now a Prophet. So
what?'

So what? Khardan repeated to himself. He knew his predicament al too well. With the capture of the
southern lands of Bas, the Amir had grown more powerful than he had been when he raided the nomad's
camps. Qannadi's army numbered in the tens of thousands. His cavalry was mounted on magical horses,
and Zeid had heard reports from his spies that—due to Achmed's training—the soldiers of the Amir rode
and fought on horseback aswell any spahi. Facing thisarmy was ahandful of ragged, half-starved
tribesmen who could not agree on which way the wind blew.

A cloud materiaized in the tent, and Khardan looked up
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inrelief, glad to turn his gloomy thoughts to something esefor the time being. Although, hetold himsdif,
thisnewswas liable to make his problems just that much more difficult.

Four djinn appeared before him—the handsome Sond, the muscular Fedj, the giant Ragja, and the rotund
Usti. Each djinn bowed with the utmost respect to Khardan, hands folded over their hearts. It was an
impressive sight, and Mgiid cast atriumphant glance a histwo cousinsto make certain they did not miss
it.

"What news?" Khardan asked sternly.

"Alas, master," said Sond, who was apparently spokesman since he now served Khardan. " The woman,
Meryem, spoke truly. The Imam is even now on hisway back to Kich, accompanied by the Amir and his
troops. And he has decreed that when he reachesthe city, dl itsinhabitants are to welcome himin the
name of Quar. Any who do not will be put to death. This spear isaimed directly a our people, sidi, for
they arethe only unbelieversinthecity.”

"Have they been imprisoned?'
"Yes, sdi. Women and children and the young men—all are being held in the Zindan."

"Without food!" put in Usti. Panting from his unaccustomed exertion, fanning himself with apalm frond,
the djinn waslivid at the thought. The other three djinn turned on him, glaring. Usti shrank back, waving a
pudgy hand. "I thought the master should know!"

"They are arving them?' Mgjiid shouted.

"Hush!" ordered Khardan, but it wastoo late.

"What? Dogd They will die”

An uproar Sarted outside the tent, Mgjiid's voice having carried clearly to the tribesmen.

"We had not meant to tell you quite so suddenly, sidi," said Sond, cagting Usti aviciousglance. "And
that is not quite the truth. They are getting some food, but only enough to keep them barely dive."

"l don't bdieveit," Khardan said firmly. "1 met the Amir. Heisasoldier! He would not make war on
women and children.”

"Begging your pardon, sidi," said Fedj, "but it isnot the
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Amir who issuesthisorder. It is Feisd, the Imam and—many now say—thetrue ruler of Kich."

"Quar isdesperate,”" added Rgja, hisrumbling voice shaking the tent poles. "Thewar in heaven has
turned againgt him, and now he dares not dlow any kafir in hismidst on earth. The people of the
captured southern cities are restless, and thereistalk of revolt. Feisal will make of our people a bloody
examplethat will quiet the rebelsand kegp themin line”



"Then thereisno help for it," Khardan said harshly. ' 'We must attack Kich!"
"Thefirgt to diewill be our peoplein the prison, sidi,” wailed Udti. " So the Imam has threatened!”
Glaring a thefat djinn, Sond sucked in an impatient breath, hisfists clenched.

Looking vastly injured and much put upon, Usti pouted. ™Y ou can threaten me dl you like, Sond! But it's
the truth. | went to the prison, you recal! Not you! And | saw them, master!" The djinn continued,
thrusting hisway forward to Khardan. "Our people are held in the prison compound, sidi, ringed round
by the Imam's fanatic soldier-priests, who stand— day and night—with their swords drawn.”

"These same soldier-priests are the ones who committed the daughter of the kafir in Bagtine, sidi,”
added Sond reluctantly. "There is no doubt that they would carry through the Imam'’s order to murder our
people. Infact, they await it eagerly.”

"Our people would be dead before we got insgde the city walls," Rgagrowled.

"And wewill never get inddethewals,” Sheykh Zeid pointed out gloomily. He waved a hand toward the
camp, where the crowd had falen ominoudy silent. " A few hundred against the might of the Amir! Bah!
All we could do for our peopleis diewith them!"

"If that isal we can do, then that iswhat we must do!" Khardan said in bitter anger and frustration. "'Can
we acquire more djinn, perhaps, or 'efreets?’

"Theimmortas do battle on their own plane, sidi,” said Fedj, shaking histurbaned head. "Though Kaug
isgone, the
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war rages till. Quar freed theimmortals that he had kept bottled up, and though they are weak, they are
numerous and are defending their God vdiantly. Hazrat Akhran can spare none of his."

"At least we should be thankful that no immortalswill be defending Kich," said Sond, anxiousto say
something hopeful.

"With a hundred thousand men, who needsimmortals?' commented Usti, shrugging hisfat shoulders.
Sond ground histeeth ominoudy. "1 think | heard your mistress calling you."
"No!" Usti paled and glanced around in fear. "Y ou didn't, did you?"

"My cousinsin Akhran," said Sheykh Zeid, leaning forward and beckoning those in the tent to bring their
heads nearer his. "It istrue, asthe djinn have reported, that the Amir despises the idea of sensdess
daughter. Facing usin battle, man to man, he would kill usdl without hesitation, but not the innocent, the
helpless—"

"He murdered the Sultan of Kich and hisfamily,” interrupted Jeefar.

Zeid shrugged complacently. " So awise man not only killsthe scorpion in his boot but searcheswell for
itsmate, knowing that the sting of oneisas painful asthe other. But did he then go ahead and murder the
followers of Mimrim and the other Gods whose temples—however small—werein Kich? No. It was
only when this Feisal took control that we began hearing of Quar in the heart or stedl in the gut. If
something should happento thisFeisd ..." Zeid made agraceful hand motion, his eyes narrowed to dits.



"No!" said Khardan abruptly, standing up and drawing hisrobes aside asif to remove even hisdoming
from the presence of such defilement. " Akhran cursesthe taking of alifein cold blood!"

"Perhaps now, in modern days,” said Zeid. "But there was atime, when our grandfathers were young—"

"And would you go backward instead of forward?' demanded Khardan. "What honor to stab a man—a
priest, a that—in the back? | will not be an assassin like afollower of Benario or of—"

"Zhakrin?" suggested a soft voice.
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No one had heard Auda enter. No one knew how long he had been there. Starting, frowning, the Sheykhs glared at
him. Moving with his catlike grace, the Paladin rose to his feet to stand before Khardan.

"I remind you of your oath, brother.”
"My oath was to protect your life, avenge your death! Not to commit murder!"

"I do not ask you to. | will do what must be done," said Auda coolly. "Indeed, no hand but mine may strike Feisal if |
am to fulfill the oath made to my dead brother. But | would not leave my back undefended. | call upon you, therefore,
to ride with me to Kich and help me win my way through gate and Temple door and—"

"—turn my head while you thrust your accursed dagger in the man? Avert my eyes like awoman?' Khardan's hand
slashed through the air. "No! | say again, no!"

"A squeamish Prophet," murmured Zeid, stroking his beard.

Khardan whirled to face them. "The Imam has taken our families, our wives, our sisters, our children, our brothers, our
cousins. He has destroyed our dwellings, stolen our food, left us with nothing but our honor. Now it seems that you
want to hand him that as well. Then, truly, no matter what happens, we would be davesto Quar." The Calif stood tall,
his voice shook in proud anger. "I will not surrender my honor, nor the honor of my people!"

One by one the eyes of the Sheykhs dropped beneath Khardan's. Mgjiid's fierce stare was the last to lower before his
son's, but at last even his gaze sought the carpet beneath his legs, his face flushed in chagrin, frustration, and fury.

"Then in the name of Akhran, what are weto do!" he cried suddenly, smiting his thigh with his gnarled hand.

"I will dowhat | would do with any other enemy who has offered me this affront," said Khardan. "I will do what |
would do if this Feisal were not Feisal but were Zeid al Saban"—he gestured—"or Jaafar al Widjar. | will travel to Kich
and challenge the Amir to fight usin fair combat with the understanding that if we win, we will leave his people
unharmed, and that if we lose, he will do the same for us.
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"Thus | will fulfill my oath to you, Audaibn Jad," added Khardan, glancing at the Paladin, who stood listening with a
lip curled in disdain. "1 will myself go and present our challenge to the Amir. Y ou shall enter the gate with me, and we
will faceits perilstogether. But first you must give me your word that if the Amir agrees to our bargain, you will do
nothing to the Imam until my people are safely in the desert.”

"The Amir will not go along with this plan, brother! If you are lucky, he will lop off your head as you stand before him.
If you are not, he will take you to the Zindan and | et his executioners teach you of honor! And | will have two deaths
to avengeinstead of one!" Auda said in disgust.

"Most likely," replied Khardan gravely, nodding his head.

The Black Paladin eyed Khardan. "I could leave you now and go forth and do this deed without you. Y ou know that.
Your sword arm is strong, but | can find those just as strong and far more willing. Why do | stay? Why do | endure
this? Why did the gods mingle our blood and hear our oaths knowing them to be mismatched, spoken in mistaken



belief?"

Audaibn Jad shook his head slowly, his eyes dark with mystification. "I do not know the answer. | can only have
faith. This| will promise, Khardan, Prophet of a Strange God. Should by some wild chance you prevail, | will not harm
so much as athread of the Imam's robes until the sun has risen and set upon your people three times after they leave
the city. Satisfied?'

Khardan nodded. "I am satisfied."

"Then let it be also noted that your degath cry absolves me from thisvow," said Audawryly.

"That, of course," agreed Khardan with afaint smile.

"So werideto Kich," said Majiid grimly, rising to hisfeet.

"Werideto Death," muttered Jaafar.

"Without hope," added Zeid.

"Not so!" came aclear, confident voice.

Chapter 10

Zohra parted the tent flap and entered, Mathew following behind her.

The Sheykhs glowered. "Begone, woman," commanded Mgjiid. "We have important matters to discuss."”
"Don't you speak like that to my daughter!" Jaafar shook hisfist. " She can make water from sand!”
"Then | wish she would make of this desert an ocean and drown you!" roared Magjiid.

Worried and preoccupied, exasperated by the arguing, Khardan waved his hand at hiswife. "My father isright," he
began peremptorily. "Thisis no place for women—"

"Husband!" Zohra did not speak loudly. The clarity and firmness of her tone, however, brought the haranguing to a
halt. "I ask to be heard." Politely, her eyes on Khardan alone, Zohra moved to stand before her husband. Her veiled
head was held proudly; she was dressed in the plain white caftan. Mathew, clad in black, came behind her. Therewas a
newly acquired dignity about the young man that was impressive, a calm and sureness about the woman that caused
even the djinn to bow and give way to them both.

"Very well," said Khardan gruffly, trying to appear stern. "What isit you want to say, wife?' The word was tinged
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with its customary bitter irony. " Speak, we don't have much time."

"If you fail to persuade the Amir to fight, it is obvious to me that we must rescue our people from the prison."

"That is obviousto all of us, wife," snapped Khardan, rapidly losing patience. "We are planning—"

"Planning to die," Zohra remarked. Ignoring the Calif's scowl, she continued. "And our people will die. Thisisnot a
battle that can be won by men and their swords." She looked at Mathew, who nodded. Zohra turned her gaze back to
her husband. "Thisis a battle that can be won by women and their magic.”

"Bah!" Majiid shouted impatiently. " She wastes our time, my son. Tell her to go back to her milking of goats—"

"Two with magic can free our people where hundreds with swords cannot!" Zohra said, overriding Majiid, aglittering
in her dark eyeslike starsin the night sky. "Mat-hew and | have a plan."”

"Wewill hear your plan," said Khardan, wearily.

"No." Mathew spoke up, stepping forward. He had seen the exchange of glances between the Calif and the others, the



preparations made to humor the woman and then send her on her way. He knew that the Sheykhs, that Khardan
himself, would never understand; that to describe hisideawould bring incredulity and scoffing, and Mathew would be
left behind while Khardan rode to certain death. "No, thisis of Sul and therefore forbidden to be spoken. Y ou must
trust us—"

"A woman who thinks sheis a man and aman who thinks he is awoman? Hah!" Mgjiid laughed.
"All we ask," said Mathew, ignoring the Sheykh, "is that you take us with you into Kich—"
Khardan was shaking his head, his face stern and dark. "It is too dangerous—"

Zohrathrust Mathew aside. "Akhran sent us to that terrible castle together, husband, and together he brought us
forth! It was by hiswill we two were married, by hiswill we were brought together to save our people! Take uswith
you to the Amir. If he slays us as we stand before him, then that is the will of Akhran, and we die together. If he sends
usto the Zindan to die with our people, then—with our magic—we
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will have a chance to save them!" She lifted her chin, her eyes flaring with a pride that matched the pride in the eyes
intently watching her. "Or has Akhran given you the right to risk your life for our people, husband, and denied that
right to me because | am awoman?'

Khardan gazed at hiswife in thoughtful silence. Mgjiid snorted in disgust. The djinn exchanged speculative glances
and raised their eyebrows. Zeid and Jaafar stirred uncomfortably, but neither said anything. There was nothing anyone
could say that hadn't been said before. The Calif's face grew darker, his frown more pronounced. His gaze turned on
Mathew.

"These are not your people. It is not your land, nor your God. The danger for usin Kich will be great, but the danger
for you will be greater. If they capture you, they will not rest until they have discovered where you are from and what
secrets you hold in your heart."

"I know this, Calif," said Mathew steadily.

"And do you aso know that they will rip these secrets from you using cold iron and hot needles. They will gouge out
your eyes and hack off your limbs—"

"Yes, Calif," answered Mathew softly
"We fight to save those we love. Why do you risk this peril ?"

Mathew raised his eyes and looked directly into Khardan's. Silently he said, | could make the same reply, but you
would not understand. Aloud he responded, "In the sight of my God, all lifeis sacred. | am commanded in his name
and with the help of Sul to do all | can to protect the innocent and helpless."”

"His danger will not be greater than ours. He can disguise himself as awoman, my husband," suggested Zohra. "The
baggage of the she-devil, Meryem, is still in her tent. Mat-hew can wear her robes. It would be better so, anyway, for
the guards will keep us together and put us both in with the women when we enter the prison."

Khardan was about to refuse. Mathew could see it in the man'stired eyes. The young wizard knew Zohra saw it as
wdll, for he felt her body stiffen and heard the deep intake of breath with which to launch arguments, shout
vituperation, or
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perhaps both, that would do nothing but cause further troubles. He was just thinking about how he could get her out
of the tent, take her someplace where he could discuss this with her rationally, when suddenly Auda leaned near
Khardan and whispered something to the Calif.

Khardan listened reluctantly, his eyes on his wife and on Mathew. He cut Auda off with an impatient gesture. The
Paladin ceased speaking and withdrew. Khardan was silent long moments; then, "1 had thought to leave you with the
sick and elderly in the camp. They arein need of your skills. But very wdll, wife," he said dourly. "Y ou will come, and



Mat-hew aswell."

Majiid, staring at his son in amazement, opened his mouth, but a swift gesture from Khardan caused him to snap it
shut in seething silence.

"Thank you, husband," Zohra said. If the sun had suddenly chosen to drop from the sky and burst into flame in the
center of the tent, it could not have flared more brilliantly or shone with such dazzling radiance. She bowed
respectfully, her eyes|lowered; but as she did so, she cast a swift, triumphant glance at her husband and awarm,
thankful glance at Auda.

Khardan's brow grew darker, but he said nothing. Mathew, seeing Audais eyes on Zohra and a slight smile on the
man's lips, did not like this change of heart on Khardan's part and the sudden interest in Zohra on Auda's. He
mistrusted what was behind it and would have very much liked to stay and hear what was said next, but Khardan
dismissed both of them, and the young wizard had no choice but to follow the elated Zohra from the tent.

Mathew lingered outside, hoping to overhear the conversation, but Sond appeared in the tent flap, staring at him
sternly. There was only silence from within, and Mathew knew that conversation would be resumed only when he and
Zohrawere gone.

Sighing, hetrailed behind a Zohrathrilled with her victory, and the young man wondered soberly and somberly who
had really won.
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"Are they gone?'
Sond, standing at the tent entrance, nodded.

"Audaibn Jad isright," said the Calif, cutting off his father's argument before Mgjiid could speak. "As headstrong
as'—he swallowed—"my wifeis, if we left her here aone, she would undoubtedly try some foolish plan of her own.
Better to keep them both with us, where we may watch them."

Those had not been Auda's words. He had reminded Khardan of what the Calif already knew—Mathew was a skilled
sorcerer, Zohra an apt pupil. In this desperate situation they could not turn down any offer of hope, however small.
Audawould have gone on to remind Khardan of hiswife's courage, but the Calif remembered that well enough, and it
was at that point he had stopped the man short. Khardan wondered why it should irritate him to hear Audapraise a
wife who was not awife, but it did; the Paladin's words of praise for her nipping at the Calif like the fiery bite of thered
ant.

"Have the men ready to ride by morning," Khardan said abruptly, rising and putting an end to discussion. He wanted,
needed, desperately, to be alone. "If al goeswell, the Amir will face usin fair battle—"

"Fair? Ten thousand to one?' muttered Jaafar gloomily.
"Fair for the Akar!" Mgjiid retorted. "If the Hrana are cowards, they can hide behind their sheep!”
"Cowards!" Jaafar bristled. "I never said—"

"If matters go awry," continued Khardan loudly, relentlessly riding over the impending altercation, "and | am taken, |
will fight to the end. So will our people in the prison. Though ringed round by swords, they will battle for their lives
with their bare hands. And you will attack the city, without hope, perhaps, but send as many of Quar's followersto
their God as you can before you fall!"

Majiid—his gray cheeks regaining a measure of color, hisfaded eyestheir old, fierce spark—clapped his son upon the
back. "Akhran has chosen his Prophet wisely!" Gripping Khardan with both hands, he kissed the Calif's cheeks, then
left the tent, his voice booming across the desert as he called forth his people to war.
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Jaafar sidled near the Cdlif. The face of the small, wizened man, which seemed perpetually sad even in his happiest
moments, now appeared ready to crumbleinto tears. Patting Khardan's arm, glancing furtively around to see that no
one heard him, he whispered, "Akhran knows, | am a cursed man. Nothing has ever gone right for me. But | begin to
think | have not been cursed in his choice of a son-in-law."



Zeid said nothing, but stared at Khardan shrewdly, as through mistrusting even this and wondering what trick the
Calif had in mind to play. The mehariste made a respectful salaam, then departed, taking Rajawith him. Auda, too, had
apparently gone, for when Khardan remembered him and turned to speak, the Black Paladin was not in the tent.

Alone, the Calif sank down despondently upon the cushions on the tent floor. He was not meant for thiskind of life.
He did not enjoy the taste of honey on his tongue—honey used to sweeten bitter words so that others would gulp
them down. He preferred direct and honest speech. If words must be spoken, then let his tongue be as sharp and true
as his blade. Unfortunately he did not possess, in this dire time, the luxury of speaking his mind.

His shoulders slumped in exhaustion, and he lay down. Tired as he was, he did not have much hope of sleeping,
however. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw blond hair, smiling lips, and felt the prick of apoisoned needle. . . .

"I beg your pardon, master," said a quiet voice, causing Khardan to sit up in alarm. "But | have something to say to
you in private."

"Yes, Sond, what isit?' Khardan asked reluctantly, seeing in the djinn's grave expression more bad news.

"Asyou may have surmised, sidi, we djinn divided up in our search for information. Usti was sent to the prison—we
thought he could cause less trouble there than anywhere else. Raja went among the people of Kich. Fedj spied upon
the Imam'’s priests as best he could without entering the Temple, which we cannot do, of course, sinceit is the sacred
precinct of another deity. | traveled north, sidi, and went among the troops of the Amir."

. "You have news of Achmed," guessed Khardan.
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"Yes, sidi.” Sond bowed. "I hope | have not donewrong.”

"No. | an glad to hear of him. Heismy brother ill. Nothing—not even my father's disavowa of
him—can change that.”

"| thought that was how you felt, sidi, and so | took the liberty. | overheard some odd things spoken
about him and awoman he had taken recently. A woman who has since left him under mysterious
circumstances.”

Khardan's face grew shadowed. He said nothing but gazed &t the djinn intently.

"l waited until the young man |eft to perform some duty or other, then | entered histent. | found this,
sidi." Sond handed to Khardan asmall piece of parchment.

"What doesit say?' asked the Cdif, staring at the strange markings with distrust.
Sond read the message Meryem left for Achmed.

"' She was with him many weeks, apparently, sidi,” said Sond gently. "Thereis no doubt he was
infatuated with her. That was common gossip among al the men. Since she has been gone, dl note his
sad face and sorrowing aspect.”

"What did she mean to do with him?' Khardan asked, crushing the paper in his hand.

"One can only speculate, master. But | heard many more things about your brother while | was among
the troops. Heisafavorite with Qannadi, whose men, as well, have grown to respect the Kafir, asthey
cal him. Achmed has proved himsdlf, both on the field and off. Qannadi has sons, but they are far awvay
in the Emperor's court. Thereislittle doubt that were the Amir to die, Achmed might find himsdlf ableto
riseto aposition of great power and authority. My guessisthat the woman, Meryem, knew of thisand
intended to rise with him. Perhaps even seeto it that he moved somewhat faster than expected.”



"What can our God mean by this?' Khardan remarked, puzzled. "In killing Meryem, we may have saved
the Amir'slife”" He drew adeep breath, unwilling to ask the next question, unwilling to hear the answer.
"Sond, will my brother cometo Kich?"

"Yes, 9di. HeisCaptain of the Amir'scavdry."
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"Has he— Has he converted to Quar?”

"I do not think so, sidi. The men say that your brother worships no God. He claimsthat men are on their
own, responsble only to themsaves and to each other.”

"What will hedoif his people are attacked?"

"I do not know, sidi. My sight reaches far, but it cannot see into the human heart.”

Khardan sghed. "Thank you, Sond. Y ou may go. Y ou have done well."

"The blessing of Akhran upon you, master,” said the djinn, bowing. "May he touch you with wisdom.”

"May heindeed,” Khardan murmured, and lay down to stare thoughtfully into the darkness that seemed
to grow ever deegper around him.

[HE BOOK OF AKHRAN

1

1

| Chapter 1
Vv

Hrana, Akar, Aran; the tribes, united at last—if only in despair—rode for Kich swiftly and in dour silence, each man
occupied with his own dark thoughts. No one—not even Khardan himself—believed the Amir would accept their
challenge. The Imam had declared the kafir would convert or die, and he would not retreat from that stand. Thiswas
the last ride of the desert people. Thiswas the end—of life, of future. The hope that grew in almost every heart had the
taste of a bitter herb—it consisted only of being able, in death, to stand before Akhran and state, "1 died in honor."
Khardan was not surprised to see, as the nomads left the camp about the Tel, that the Rose of the Prophet looked
nearer death than it ever had before. Still, it clung to life with stubborn persistence.

Two hearts on that grim journey, however, nurtured true hope. Zohra had never heard of this"fog" of which Mathew
spoke, and which he said was common in the alien land from which he came. She found it difficult, if not impossible, to
imagine clouds coming down from the sky to obey her command, surrounding and protecting and confusing the eyes
of her enemies. But she had seen Mathew summon one of these clouds from water in abowl in her tent. She had felt its
cold and clammy touch on her skin, smelled its dank odor, and watched in astonishment as Mathew gradually faded
from her

X1
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sght and familiar objectsin the tent either disappeared or looked strange and unreal.

She had thought he was gone—his body turned into the mist—until he had spoken and reached out to
her. His hand had clasped hers, and then she had known disappointment.

""What useisacloud that will not stop ahand, |et alone swords or arrows?"

Petiently Mathew had explained that if each woman was taught the magic and summoned her own "fog,"
it would be asthe cresation of agigantic cloud that would cover them all. They could take advantage of
the guards certain confusion and panic to attack and win their way free of the prison walls before anyone
caught them.

"Surely thereismagic you know that can fight for usasan army!" she said persistently.

Y es, he had answered with patience, but it takes study to useit effectively. Without practice the magic is
more dangerous to the spell cagter .than to the victim.

"Thefog spdl isreaively smpleto cast. We can teach the women to write it easily. All we need,”
Mathew had added offhandedly, "is a source of water, and surely there must be awell in the prison.”

"Have you done this before?' Zohra had asked.

"Of course.”

"With many people?’

He had not answered, and Zohra had not pursued the matter further.
Atthispoint, it didn't matter.

Two days hard riding on the mehara, and those horses that had been saved in the battle brought the men
to the hills of the sheep-herding Hrana. There were few left to greet them, mostly old men and women
who had been considered worthless and left behind by the Amir. They welcomed their Sheykh but
regarded their Princess and her husband with sullen words and bitter looks. It was only when Fedj
appeared and told the tale of Khardan the Prophet that their darting, sidelong glances widened with awe
and they began to look upon the Calif with more respect—if not less suspicion.

By thetimethe tale was concluded, late in the night, it
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had been rewoven and embroidered, cut here, mended there, until, as Khardan muttered aside to Auda,
he would not have known it for the same suit of clothes. Thetade had itsintended effect, however—or at
least so Khardan supposed. The moment the people of Jaafar's tribe, who had been skulking in the hills
with die remnants of their flocks, heard that Khardan was favored of Akhran, they began to pour their
woesinto hisearsuntil it was awonder hisbrain didn't overflow.

Their woes were the same as those of their cousins around the Tel—water was scarce, food was dear,
wolves were raiding their flocks, they were worried about their families held prisoner in Kich. When was
the Prophet going to make it rain? When would he give them whesat and rice? When was he going to
drive off the wolves? When was he going to march on Kich and free their people?



Long after Mgjiid had goneto his bed, long after Zohra had retired to the empty yurt of one of her half
brother's captive wives, long after Mathew had rolled himself up in ablanket on the floor of an empty hut
that had been assigned for his use, Khardan remained seated with hisfather-in-law and the silent,
watchful Audaaround a sputtering fire. Blinking eyesthat burned with fatigue, he stifled yawns and
patiently answered either "yes' or "in Akhran'stime’ to everything. He did not say that "Akhran'stime’
was"no time," but al heard his unspoken words, saw the despair in the dark eyes and, one by one, they
left him. Sond almost carried the bone-weary Calif to his dwelling where he sank into adesol ate,
gloom-ridden deep.

Thedlence of night in the hillsis not the Silence of night in the desert. The dlence of the hillsisthe weaving
of many tiny sounds of tree and bird and beast into a blanket that restslightly over the deeper. The
slence of the desert isthe sibilant whisper of the wind across the sand, the snarl of aprowling lioness that
sometimesjolts adeeper to sudden wakefulness.

The silence of the hills had lulled her to deep, but when Zohra started up, striving with every senseto
determine what had alarmed her, it seemed to her that she was back in the
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desert. There was no sound; all wastoo quiet. Her hand dipped beneath her pillow, fingers grasping for
the hilt of her dagger, but a crushing grip closed over her wrist.

"ItisAuda." His breath touched her skin. He spoke so softly, she felt his words more than heard them.

"Thereisnot much timeleft to usl" breathed hisvoicein her ear. "Tomorrow we arrivein Kich, and my
lifeisforfet to the service of my God, the fulfillment of my oath. Lay with methisnight! Give meason!”

Thefear surging in her dowly calmed. Her heart no longer pounded in her breast, her blood ceased to
rush in her ears. That had been her initia fright, her reaction to being taken by surprise. Her bresth came
more easily; sherelaxed.

"Y ou do not cry out. | knew you would not." He released his grip on her hand and drew near her.
"No." Zohra shook her head. "Thereisno need. | am sure of mysdf.”

He could not see her; the darkness was intense, impenetrable. But he could feel the movement of her
head, thelong, silky hair brushing againgt hiswrist. He moved his hand to part her hair; hislipstouched
her cheek.

"No one but you and | will ever know."
"Oneother," shesad. "Khardan."

"Yes." Audaconsdered. "You areright. Hewill know. But hewill not begrudge methis, for | will be
dead. And hewill bedive. And he will haveyou."

He ran his hands through her touded hair. The darkness was soft and warm and smelted of jasmine.
Cupping her chin, he guided her lipsto his and waited expectantly, confidently, for her answer.

The next morning the nomad army |eft the Hrana, taking along those old men who inssted they could ride
farther and fight better than three young ones. Khardan, riding at their head, noted that Zohra seemed
unusualy quiet and preoccupied.



He had ingsted a the beginning of their journey that she and Mathew accompany him, instead of
following in the rear in the accustomed place of women. Thiswas both a concession to his fathe—who
never ceased to suspect Jaafar and his daughter were plotting against him—and to himsdlf. AsZohra
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had said, they had traveled long and far together, faced many perilstogether. He cameto redize, inthe
long hours of the ride when he had too much timeto think, that he would have found it difficult, leaving
her behind. It was somehow acomfort to him to look over and see her sitting her horse with the
confidence of aman, agrace dl her own.

Y et thisday, riding out of the hills, wending their way through the tortuous paths carved into the red rock
that thrust up into the blue sky of late summer, Khardan felt again the nip of fiery pincers, die unease of
some nameless, nagging irritation. Zohra seemed doof, distant. She rode by herself, instead of near
Mathew, and coldly rebuffed the young man's attempts to draw her into conversation. Shewould look at
no one who rode near—neither Mathew, Khardan, nor the ever-present, ever-watchful Paladin. Zohra
kept her eyes lowered, the man's haik she wore during the ride drawn closdly over her face.

"A finewoman," said Auda, guiding his horse up beside the Cdif, his gaze following Khardan's. " She will
bear some man many fine sons.”

No blade that had ever struck Khardan inflicted pain as did these words. Reining in his horse with such
fury that he nearly overset the beast, he stared angrily, questioningly at the Black Paladin. Khardan
searched the crud eyes. Let him seethe tiniest spark and—oath or no oath, God or no God— thisman
would perish.

"Many fine sons," Audarepested. The eyes were cold, impassive, except for aflicker that was not the
gleam of triumph, but of admiration for the victor. "—For the man sheloves."

Shrugging, histhin lips parting in a salf-deprecating smile, Auda bowed to the Cdlif, wheded hishorse,
and rode farther back to join the main body of men.

Left lone, Khardan drew adeep, shivering breath. The iron had been plucked from his heart, but the
wound it had made was fresh and bled fredly, flooding his body with a haunting, aching warmth. He
looked over at Zohra, proud and fierce, riding by hersaf—riding beside him, not behind him.

"Finesons" he said to himsdf bitterly. "And many fine
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daughters, too. But not to be. Not to us. It istoo late. For us, the Rose will never bloom.”

After aweek's hard journeying, the nomads came within sight of Kich. It waslate afternoon. Khardan
had sent scouts forward to find a safe resting place; they had returned to report the discovery of alarge
vineyard planted on ahillsde, near enough to the city that they could seeitswalls and the soldiers
manning them, yet far enough to remain hidden from view of thosewalls. At thefoot of the hill, asmooth
wide road ran through the plain, leading to the city walls.

Khardan appraised the thick, twisting stems of the grapevinesthat grew around him. The harvest had
gpparently been gathered, for there were few of the smal, wrinkled grapes | eft hanging among the leaves
that were dowly turning yelow, the plant going dormant following the plucking of itsfruit. A tree-lined
stream ran down alongside the grapevines. The/ground underfoot was damp, the owner having flooded
his vineyards after the grapes were gathered. Until harvest the fruit does better without water—the



grapes growing sweeter and more sugary when alowed to dry in the sun.

"Thiswill beagood place to camp,” announced K hardan, agreeing with his scouts and forestdling the
arguments of the Sheykhsthat he could see bubbling on their lips by adding swiftly, "The fruit has been
harvested. The owner will be tending to hiswine, not his plants. We are hidden from sight of the road and
the city walsby thevines."

To thisthe Sheykhs could make no reply, athough there was, of course, some grumbling. Unlike many
vineyard owners, this man must be aman of enterprise and forethought, for he had caused hisvinesto
grow up stakes. Rather than straggling over the ground, the leaves were twined around alength of string
that had been tied from stake to stake above the ground at about shoulder levd. Thefoliage easily hid
both man and beast from sight.

K hardan was directing the watering of the horses when Sond materiadized at the Califs stirrup.

"Would you have us go to the gate and see how many men guard it and how carefully they scrutinize
those who enter, SdiT
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"I know how many men guard it and how carefully they guard it,” Khardan answered, jumping down
from hishorse. Y ou and the other djinn stay out of the city until it istime. If theimmortals of Quar should
discover you, the God would be aerted to our presence.”

"Yes, sidi." Sond bowed and vanished.

Khardan unsaddled his horse and led the animdl to drink in the stream. The other men did the same,
making certain to keep the animalsin the lengthening shadows, settling the beasts for the night. The
camels were persuaded to kneel down near the banks of the rushing water. The men crouched on the
ground below the grapevines, eating their one daily medl, taking in low voices.

Zohra began to mix flour with water, forming balls of dough thet, if they had dared light afire, could have
been baked and made dightly more paatable. Asit was, the nomads ate the dough raw, afew lucky
ones supplementing their meager dinner with handfuls of overlooked, wrinkled grapes, stripped from the
vinesthat sheltered them. The most that could be said for the repast wasthet it assuaged their hunger.
Somewhere, from out of the air around them, they could hear the djinn Usti groan dismdly.

Finishing hisfood without tasting it or even being conscioudy aware that he ate, Khardan rose to hisfeet
and walked up to the top of the riseto stare at the city. The sun was setting beyond the walls of Kich,
and Khardan gazed into the red sky with such intensity that the minarets and bulbous domes, tall towers
and battlements seemed etched into hisbrain.

At length Audarose and went to the stream to wash the sticky dough from hisfingers. Removing the
haik, he plunged his head into the water, |etting it run down his neck and chest.

"The stream is cold. It must come from the mountains. Y ou should try it," he said, rubbing his shining
black hair with the deeve of hisflowing robes.

Khardan did not reply.

"I do not think it will quench the fire of your thoughts,” Audaremarked wryly, "but it may cool your
fever."
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Glancing at him, Khardan smiled ruefully. "Perhaps later, before | deep.”

"I have been thinking long about what you said—your God forbids the taking of lifein cold blood. Isthat true?' Auda
leaned against a tree trunk, his gaze following Khardan's to the soldiers of the city walls.

"Yes," Khardan answered. "Life taken in the hot blood of battle or the hot blood of anger—that the God understands
and condones. But murder—Iife taken by stealth, by night, aknife in the back, poisoninacup ..." Khardan shook his
head.

"A strange man, your God," remarked Auda

Since there could not be much comment made regarding this statement, Khardan smiled and kept quiet.

Auda stretched, flexing muscles stiff from the long ride. Y ou are worried about entering the gates, aren't you?"

"Y ou have gone through those gates. Y ou know what the guards are like. And that was in days of peace! Now they
areat warl"

"Yes, | have entered Kich, as you well know. Y ou made my last visit avery unpleasant one!" Auda grinned briefly,
then sobered. "It was due to their strict vigilance that | was forced to entrust the enchanted fish to Blossom. And yes,
you areright. They are at war; their lookout will have increased tenfold."

"And you still go aong with our original plan?' Khardan cast a scowling glance at the large bundle lying on the
ground—a bundl e containing women's heavy robes and thick veils.

"Chances are they will not search females," Auda answered carelesdly.
"Chances!" Khardan snorted.

Audalaid ahand on the Cdlifs arm. " Zhakrin has brought me thisfar. He will get me through the gate. Will your God
not do as much for his Prophet?’

Was the voice mocking, or did it speak truly, from faith? Khardan stared at Auda intently but could not decide. The
man's eyes, the only window to his soul, were—as usual— closed and shuttered. What was it about this man that
drew Khardan near asit repelled him? Severd times the Calif
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thought he had found the answer, only to have it flit away from him the next instant. Just asit did now.

Khardan bathed in the stream, then spread his blanket beneath the trees near where Zohra and Mathew sat talking in
whispers, perhaps going over their own plans, for Mathew was repeating strange words to Zohra, who murmured them
over and over to herself before she dept.

Night came and with it agentle rain that pattered on the leaves of the grapevines. One by one the nomads sank into

sleep, secure in the knowledge that their immortals guarded their rest, and leaving their ultimate fate in the hands of
Akhran.

Chapter 2

As Sul would haveit, it was neither Hazrat Akhran nor Zhakrin, God of Evil, who opened the gate of the
city of Kich to the nomads. It was Quar.

"Magter, wake up!"
Khardan sat bolt upright, his hand closing over the hilt of his sword.
"No, sdi, thereisno danger. Look." Sond pointed.

Khardan, blinking the deep from his eyes, peered through the haze of early morning to wherethedjinn
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indicated.
"When did thisbegin?' he asked, Saring.
"Beforeit waslight, sidi. We have been watching for over an hour and it grows.”

Khardan turned to wake Auda, only to find the Paladin reclining on hisarms, watching in rel axed ease.
Last night, the road had been empty of dl travelers. Thismorning it was jammed with people, camels,
donkeys, horses, carts, and wagons, al coming together, jostling for position, breaking down in the
center of the road, and snarling up traffic. But despite the confusion, it was clear that they were dl
headed in one direction—toward Kich.

Springing to hisfeet, Khardan shook Zohra's shoulder
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roughly and, grabbing Mathew's blanket, pulled it out from beneath him, dumping the young man rudely
to the pound. "Hurry! Wake up! Gather your things! No, we won't need those. Only Mat-hew will dress
asawoman. Ibn Jad and | won't need adisguise, thank Akhran.”

"I do not think we need rush," remarked Auda coolly, his gaze on the road and the winding snake of
humanity thet crept dong it. "Thisisunending, it ssems.”

"One of our Gods has seen fit to answer our prayers,” remarked Khardan, tossing the saddle over his
horsg's back. "'l will not offend whoever it is by seeming lax in my response.”

Auda raised athoughtful eyebrow and, without more words, prepared to saddle hisown animd. By this
time the camp was roused.

"What isit?' Mgiid hurried over, hisgrizzled hair sanding straight up on dl sdesof the small, tight-fitting
cap he wore beneath his headcloth. Cinching his saddle, Khardan grunted and nodded his head at the
road below, but by that time Mgjiid had seen and was scowling.

"l don't likethis. . . this crowd coming to the city."

"Do not question the blessing of the God, father. It gets usinto the gate. Surely with this mob the guards
will not look too closdly at four.”

"Then they will not look too closdly at four hundred. I'm going with you!" stated M4giid.
"And I!" cried Jagfar, hurrying up. "Y ou'll do nothing without me!™
"Make my camel ready!" Zeid, dashing over, turned and started to dash away.

"No!" Khardan caled asloudly as he dared before the entire hillsde erupted into confusion. "How will it
look to Qannadi if acrowd of armed spahis surgesinto his city? The Amir remembers what happened
the last time we went to Kich. He would never agreeto listen to me! We follow the plan, father! The only
oneswho enter the city are Auda, my wife, Mat-hew, Sond, and . Y ou and the men remain here and
wait for the djinn to report back.”

Sheykh Jaafar argued that the mob on the road was an ill omen and that no one should enter the city.
Sheykh Mgjiid,
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suddenly siding with his son, repeated once again that Jaafar was a coward. Zeid glowered at Khardan
suspicioudy and indsted that the Calif take Rgawith him, aswell as Sond, and Jaafar shouted that if
Rajawent, Fedj should not be left behind.

"Very wdl!" Khardan lifted his handsto the heavens. "1 will take dl the djinn!”

"I will not be offended, magter, if you leave me behind,” began Usti humbly, but aglimpse at the Cdlif's
dark and exasperated expresson caused the flabby immortal to gulp and disappear into the etherswith
his companions.

When al were ready, Khardan cast astern glance at the Sheykhs. "Remember, you are to wait herefor
word. Thisyou swear to me by Hazrat Akhran?'

"l swear," muttered the Sheykhs unwillingly.

Knowing that each of the old men was perfectly capable of deciding that thisvow applied to dl with the
exception of himsalf, Khardan cal culated he had no more than afew days peace before he could look
forward confidently to achaos equivaent to that of Sul's legions bregking loose out herein the vineyard.
Not at al reassured by seeing Mgjiid brandishing his sword in a salute that nearly decapitated Jaefar,
Khardan led his horse from the grove, followed by Auda, Zohra, Mathew, and—he assumed—three
invisble djinn. The thought of this processon attempting to sneak into Kich unobserved preyed on his
mind. It was probably just aswell, therefore, that the Cdif did not know an angel of Promenthas was

tagging dong, aswell.

Hurriedly Khardan led the group through the vineyards, bringing them to a halt some distance from the
road in the shelter of the trees dong the stream.

"Either Audaor | will do thetalking. Remember, it isnot seemly for our women to speek to strangers.”

Thiswas said to Mathew, who was once again disguised as afemae in agreen caftan and a green and
gold spangled vell he had taken from Meryem'stent. But Khardan could not help his glance straying to
Zohra. Mathew accepted the instruction gravely and somberly. Zohraglared at Khardan in sudden fury.

"l amnot achild!" she snarled, giving arope wrapped
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around abundle on the back of the horse aviciousjerk that sent the startled animal dancing sideways
into the stream with a splash.

Checking an exasperated retort, the Calif turned from Khardan and, leading his horse out of the
vineyards, headed for the road. He ignored the low chuckle he heard come from the Paladin, walking
besdehim.

Very well, he berated himsdf, he deserved her anger. He shouldn't have said it. Zohraknew their danger.
She would do nothing to expose them. But why couldn't she understand? He was worried, nervous,
afraid for her, afraid for the boy, afraid for hispeople. Yes, if truth betold, afraid for himself. A battlein
the open air, grappling with Degath face-to-face— that he understood and could meet without blenching.
But abattle of duplicity and intrigue, a battle fought trapped inside city walls—this unnerved him.



It occurred to him that perhapsit was not quite fair to demand of Zohrathat she honor her husband for
his strength and pretend not to see hisweakness, while at the same time expecting her to make
alowancesfor the very weakness he refused to admit having. But so beit, he decided, diding and
dipping down the terraced dope. Akhran had never said that anyone'slifewasfair.

Leading their horses by the reins, the four stepped hesitantly, cautioudy, into the road, joining the throng
of people heading for Kich. They were immediately absorbed into the crowd without question or notice.
Everyone appeared to be in a state of anticipatory excitement; and Khardan was wondering which of
those pressing around would be safe to question when Auda, touching him gently, gestured in the
direction of arascaly looking, sunburnt man clad in awell-worn burnouse and asmall, greasy,
swesat-gained cap that fit tightly over hisskull.

The man held, at the end of alead, asmall monkey, who wore acap similar to its master's and a coat
made in imitation of one of the Amir's soldiersthat was dmogt, but not quite, asfilthy. The monkey
scampered among the crowd, to the delight of the children and Mathew. The young man stared at it
wide-eyed, having never seen an anima such asthis before. Holding out itstiny hand, the monkey would
runuptoa

4
WEISAND HICKMAN

person, begging for food or money or anything anyone seemed inclined to hand it. When the monkey had taken the
grape or the copper piece, it would perform a head-over-heels flip at the end of its leash, then run back to its master.

Removing from his money pouch one of the last, precious coins of histribe, Khardan considered a moment. He had no
idea how long they might be forced to stay in Kich until the Amir returned. They would need food and a place to sleep.
But he had to have information. Slowly Khardan held up the coin between thumb and forefinger. Catching the glint of
money, the monkey ran up and hopped about in the dust at Khardan's feet, chittering wildly and beating its tiny hands
together to indicate that the nomad was to toss the coin.

"No, no, little one," said Khardan, shaking his head and talking to the monkey, though his eyes were really on its
master. "Y ou must come and get it."

The monkey's master spoke aword, and to the Califs astonishment the monkey Ieapt onto his robes and crawled up
the nomad as deftly asif Khardan had been a species of date palm. Scampering along the Califs arm, the monkey neatly
plucked the coin from Khardan's fingers, then flipped over backwards to land on its feet in the street. Those in the
crowd who had witnessed the feat applauded and laughed at the expense of the nomad.

Khardan's face flushed red, and he was of haf amind to make the monkey's master do afew flips himself when he
heard an odd sound behind him. Turning, he glowered at Mathew.

"I'm sorry, Khardan," murmured the young man from behind hisvelil, stifling his giggle, his eyes dancing in merriment.
"I couldn't help myself."

"Bequiet, you'll call attention to us!" Khardan said sternly, reminding Mathew of what the Calif himself had nearly
forgotten. Khardan's gaze darted to Zohra. She lowered her eyes, but not before he had seen laughter sparkling in their
dark depths.

Khardan felt asmiletug at hislips despite himself. | must have looked ridiculous, I'll admit that. And to hear the young
man laugh—after all thistime. Especially facing such danger. It isagood omen, and | accept it.
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"Salaam aleikum, my friend," called out Khardan to the monkey's master, who had taken the coin from the animal and,
after inspecting it closely, carefully tucked it into aragged cloth bag he carried slung over his shoulder.

The monkey's master bowed and came over to walk beside the two nomads and their wives, his sharp-eyed gaze going
to the place in the Califs flowing robes from where he had seen the money emerge. " Aleikum salaam, Effendi," he said
humbly.



The monkey was not so polite. Riding on its master's shoulder, the creature bared its sharp little teeth at Khardan and
hissed. With a deprecating smile the master stroked the creature and admonished it in a strange language. The
monkey, shaking its head and making a rude noise, skipped over to the other shoulder.

"| apologize, Effendi,” said the man. "Zar does not like to be teased. It is his one failing. Other than that heisa
wonderful pet.”

"He seems avery useful one," remarked Khardan, eyeing the cloth bag.

The monkey's master clapped his hand over the bag, his gaze suddenly narrowed and scowling. But seeing the nomad
walking beside him amiably, his own eyes friendly and innocent of evil intent, the man relaxed.

"Yes, Effendi,” he admitted. "1 have walked the road with Starvation my only companion for many years before | came
across Zar, here. His name means 'gold' and he has been worth his weight in that to me many times over. Of course,”
he added hastily, making a sign over the animal's head with his hand, "Zar is a foul-tempered little beast, as you have
seen. Many isthe time he has sunk histiny teeth into my thumb. See?' The man exhibited a dirty finger.

Khardan expressed condolences, and knowing it would not be wise to discuss the monkey further lest the evil eye
seek the animal out and destroy it, the Calif found it easy to change topics.

"Y ou spoke words | did not understand. Y ou are not from around here."

The man nodded. "My home—what home | have—isin Ravenchai. But | have not been back there for many years.
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To be quite honest, my friend"—he drew nearer Khardan and gave him a conspiratoria glance from
narrowed eyelids—"thereisawife in that home who would greet me with something lessthan loving
devotion if | returned, if you know what | mean.”

"Women!" grunted Khardan sympatheticaly.
"It waan't her fault,” said the rascally man magnanimoudy. "Work is not fond of me."
"It isn't?" returned Khardan, somewhat at alossto understand this strange statement.

"No, Work and | do not get dong well at dl. | take up with him on occasion, but we alwaysend upin a
dispute. Work demandsthat | continue pursuing him, while | am inclined to leave off and get something to
eat or to take asmall nap or to go around to the arwat for acup of wine. Work ends up leaving meina
fit of anger, and there | am, with nothing to do except deep, with no money to buy food to eat or wineto
quench my thirst." The man shook his head over this and appeared so truly devastated at thisill fortune
that Khardan had no difficulty pronouncing Work to be the most unreasonable being in existence.

"When Zar came to me— And that isavery strange story, my friend, for Zar did cometo me, literdly. |
was walking the streets of—waell, it does not matter to you what streets they were—when the Sultan
rode out in his palanquin to takein the air. | wasfollowing adong at hissde, just in case the Sultan
happened to drop anything that | might have the honor of restoring to him, when | saw the curtains part,
and out from the bottom hopped thislittlefellow." He patted the monkey, who had falen adeep on his
shoulder, itstail curled tightly about its master's neck.

"Heleapt Sraight into my arms. | was preparing to return him to the Sultan when | noticed that the guards
were engaged in beating off severa beggars who had crowded around the other side of the palanquin.
The Sultan was watching them with interest. No one, it seemed, had noticed the creature's absence.
Thinking that the monkey must have been badly trested, or he would never haveleft hisowner, | thrust
him beneath my robes and disappeared down an aley. That was severa years ago, and we have been



together ever snce.”
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And he saves you from being involved with that dread fellow Work, Khardan thought with some
amusement. Aloud he merely congratulated the man on his good fortune and then asked, casudly, "Why
isthisgreat crowd going into Kich?'

The man looked ahead. The city walls were close enough to them now that Khardan could see clearly
the heavily armed guards walking the battlements. The morning sun gleamed brightly off agolden
dome—a new addition to the temple of Quar, Khardan concluded. Paid for with the wealth and blood of
the conquered cities of Bas, no doubt.

The monkey's master turned his gaze to Khardan in some amazement. "Why, you must have been far out
in the desert not to have heard the news, nomad. This day the Imam of Quar returnsvictoriousto his

aty."
Khardan and Auda exchanged swift glances.

“This day? And the Amir?"

"Oh, he comes, too, | suppose,” the man added without much interest. "It isthe Imam all gather to see.
That and the great daughter of kafir that will be held tonight in hishonor.”

" "Tonight!"

"Saughter of kafirT" Auda pushed forward to ask this question, drawing attention away from the
white-faced Khardan. "What do you mean, my friend? This soundslike asight | would feign not miss."

"Why, the kafir of the desert who have been imprisoned in Kich for many months and who have refused
to convert to Quar.” The man looked intently at Khardan and Auda, noting the haik and theflowing
robeswith sudden uneasiness. "These kafir wouldn't be rel atives—"

"No, no," Khardan said gruffly, having recovered from the jolting shock. "We comefrom ... . from..." He
feltered, hisbrain refusing to function.

"Simdari," inserted Auda, well aware that the nomad's world was encompassed within his sand dunes.

"Ah, Smdari," said the monkey's master. "1 have never traveled in that land, but | am planning on
journeying there when thisfestiva is concluded. Tdl me, what do you know of the arwats of Smdari ..."

Audaand the rascaly man who did not get dong with Work entered into a discussion of variousinns, of
which
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Khardan heard not one word. So much for good omens! All their plans, running like sand from between
hisfingers How could he ever hope to see the Amir, who would be busy with returning to his palace, his
city? And the Imam, prepared to destroy his people this night!

It is hopeless, Khardan thought despondently. | can do nothing but stand and watch my people



murdered! No, thereisonething | can do. | can diewith them as| should have months ago—

A hand touched his. Thinking it was Auda, he turned swiftly only to find Zohrawalking a hisside.
Irrationaly, hefdt asif thisbad luck was somehow hisfault and she was going to gloat over him again.
He was about to order her to return to her place when she saw and forestalled hisintent.

"Do not despair!" she said softly. "Akhran iswith us! He brought us herein time, and his enemy opens
the gates for usto enter.”

The dark eyes above the veil glittered, and her fingers brushed lightly against his hand. Before he could
respond or reach out to her, she was gone.

Glancing behind, he saw her talking to Mathew, their heads bent close together, whispering. The young
wizard nodded his veiled head severa times, emphatically. His delicate hand made gestures, graceful asa
woman's. He and Zohrawalked side by side, shoulders, bodies touching.

Khardan suffered atwinge of jealousy, looking at the two, seeing their obvious closeness. It wasn't the
hurting, shriveling anguish he'd experienced when held feared Audahad . . . well, when held feared Auda.
He couldn't be jedous of the young man in the same way. He was jedl ous because this gentle wizard was
closer to hiswife than he, Khardan, could ever come. It was a closeness of shared interests, respect,
admiration. And then it occurred to Khardan, star-tlingly, that just as his wife was closer to Mathew than
to him, so hewas closer to Mathew than to hiswife.

Khardan was genuinely fond of the young man. He knew his courage, for he had seeniitin Cagtle
Zhakrin. The fact that he—Khardan—could relate to Mathew as a man and that Zohra could, at the
sametime, relate to Mathew as awoman
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was a phenomenon that completely baffled the Cdlif. He dlowed it to occupy his mind, crowd out more
dismal and hope ess thoughts. These returned full force, however, when Auda came to walk beside him
once more.

"The Stuation is not quite as desperate as you firgt thought, if what thisfellow says can betrusted. The
Imam will make aspeech thisnight in which hewill exhort dl kafir to renounce their old Gods and come
to the One, True God, Quar. Those who refuse will be given the night to consider their waywardness. In
the morning, at dawn, they will choose to find salvation with Quar or be considered beyond redemption
inthislife and consderately put to death to find it in the next.”

"So we have until dawn,” muttered Khardan, not overly comforted.
"Until dawn," Auda repeated with acasud shrug. "And our Enemy openshisgateto us.”

The second time | have heard that. Khardan tried to see this as the miracle that everyone else did. Yet he
was nag-gingly reminded of me fable of the lion who told the foolish mouse he knew of awonderful place
where the mouse could find shelter for the winter.

"Right here," said thelion, opening his mouth and pointing down hisgullet. "Just walk in. Don't mind the
tegth.”

Khardan raised his eyesto the city walls, the great wooden gates, the soldiers massed on top of the
battlements.



Don't mind theteeth. . . .

Chapter 3

They swept through the gate on atide of humanity. No guard saw them, let alone attempted to stop and question
them. The nomads were in far more danger from the crowds then the soldiers. It was all Auda and Khardan could do to
keep hold of their horses. Brave in battle, accustomed to blood and slashing steel, and to being accorded the highest
respect by humans, the animals were angered by the rough jostling, the elbows in the flanks, the whines of the
beggars, the clamoring cries, pushings, and shovings of the mob.

Just inside the gate was a large, cleared area where wagons used to haul goods to the city were stored. Slaves of every
type and description were driving camels and donkeys into, out of, and around the cart-standing area; the fodder
sellers were doing aliterally roaring business. Khardan glanced askance at the confusion, but a momentary regret that
he had chosen to bring the horses passed swiftly. They would need them in their escape . . . Akhran willing.

Catching sight of atall, thin boy of about eleven or twelve years who was staring at them intently, Khardan motioned
him near. The boy's eyes had not been on the nomads themselves, but on the horses, gazing at the magnificent
animals of the desert with the hungry love and yearning of one who has grown up in the twisted streets of the city.
270
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The child never knew the freedom of the singing sands, but he could seeit and feel it in the beauty and strength of the
descendants of the horse of the Wandering God. At Khardan's gesture the boy shot forward as though hurled from a
ding.

"What isyour bidding, Effendi!"

Khardan's gaze scanned the cart-standing area, then turned to the boy. "Can you find food and water and rest for our
horses and watch over them while we conduct our business?"

"I would be honored, EffendiV breathed the boy, stretching forth trembling hands to take the reins.

Khardan fished another precious coin from the purse. "Here, this will purchase food and stable space. There will be
another for you if you keep your trust."

"I would let myself be split in two by wooden stakes driven through my body, Effendi, before | allowed harm to come
to these noble beasts!" The boy put a hand upon the neck of Khardan's steed. Feeling the gentle touch, the animal
quieted, though he stared around with rolling eyes and pricking ears.

"1 trust that will not be necessary," Khardan said gravely. "Watch over them and keep them company. Y ou need not
worry about theft. | do not like to think what would happen to any man who tried to ride these horses without our
sanction."

The boy'sfacefell at this. "Yes, Effendi,” he said wistfully, twisting the mane lovingly in hisfingers.

Grinning, Khardan caught hold of the boy around the waist and tossed him up on the horse's back. The boy gasped in
delight and astonishment and could barely hold the reins the nomad thrust into his eager, trembling hand.

"Y ou may ride him, my fine spahi,” said the Cdlif, handing the boy the leads for the other three animals. A word in his
horse's ear and the animal suffered himself to be ridden away by the proud boy who bounced unsteadily in the saddle
and wore the look of one who has ridden since birth. The other three horses followed their leader without hesitation.
"Sond," muttered Khardan beneath his breath to the air, "see that all iswell with them."

"Yes, sidi. Shall | have Usti stand guard?”

"For the time being. We may need him later."

"Yes, sidi."
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The Cdif heard aye ped protest, "I refuseto beleft in ahorse stall!™ that ended in asmacking sound and
ablubbering whimper.

Now that the horses were settled, Khardan stared around him confusedly. His chief worry had been
getting through the gate. This having been accomplished with an ease and swiftnessthat left him
breathless, the Calif again felt a sense of disquietude about it, asif he had been given avauable gift that
he knew deep within was no gift and feared the dread payment that must be exacted later.

A shout from Auda saved Mathew from being ridden down by two donkey riders and recalled Khardan
to the fact that they were standing in the center of the main road of Kich and werein danger of being
trampled or separated by the mob. Though it was Zohrasfirst time to see the city, she was glancing
about in ahaughty disdain which, Khardan had come to know, masked uneasiness and awe. He knew
how she felt; he could fed hisown face settling into that very expression. Mathew was cam, but very
pale. Above hisvell, his green eyeswere wide, and he kept darting swift glances at something behind
Khardan. The Calif looked back, saw the dave market, and understood.

"What now, brother?' asked Auda.

What now indeed? Khardan continued to gaze around hel plessly. The Amir had once referred to the
nomads—outside of their hearing, of course—as naive children. If Qannadi had been present to witness
Khardan's confusion, the Amir would have been able to acknowledge himsalf awise judge of men.
Months ago, in the pride of his standing as Prince of the desert, Khardan had walked into the palace and
demanded and received an audience with the Amir. Hed had it in mind thistime to do the very same
thing when—standing once again in the city streets and reliving that audience months before—he
suddenly redlized that he had been duped. He had been admitted purposefully, attacked purposefully,
alowed to escape purposefully. HEd had aglimmer of this; Meryem's assassination attempt reveded as
much, but now the light of truth shone glaringly down on him. Just why the Amir had goneto thistrouble
with him was till vague to Khardan, who
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did not know—and probably never would—of Pukah's bungling, double-degling, mischief making.

The Cdlif swore bitterly, cursing himsdlf for afool. Would the Amir see him now? A ragged Prince whose
people were imprisoned, doomed to death? Qannadi was just returned triumphant from battle. There
would be supplicants and well-wishers by the hundreds who had undoubtedly been waiting weeksto see
him and might possibly wait weekslonger until the Amir was at leisureto turn his attention to them.
Qannadi might not even have arrived in the city.

A blare of trumpets came as answer to Khardan's thoughts. A clattering of many hooves warned him of
his peril just moments before the cavary of the Amir swept through the city gate. Their flags whipping
behind them, the soldiers uniforms were vivid splashes of color among the drab browns and whites,
grays and blacks worn by those milling about the streets. Hurrying to the side of the road just moments
before they would have been stampeded into the hard-packed earth, Khardan and his companions
watched the soldiersride heedlesdy through the crowd, knocking aside those who did not move out of
their way, ignoring the curses and shaking fists that heralded their entry.

They were dl business, these men. It wastheir duty to clear the way, and thisthey did, with ruthless
efficiency. An ax through flesh, they cleaved through the masses, the well-trained horses pressing the
people back againgt the walls of me Kasbah on one side, the dave market and thefirst stdls of the
bazaar on the other. Foot soldiers, marching in ranks behind them, were swiftly deployed by their officers



to keep the crowd back, taking up positions on either side of the street, holding spears out horizontally
before them to form aliving barricade. Those who tried to cross or who surged forward were given a
swift clout with the butt-end of the weapon.

K hardan searched the faces of the ridersintently, looking for Achmed, but there was too much
confusion, and the soldiers, in their el helms, looked al aiketo him. He heard Auda shouting, "What is
it?What is happening?' and severd voices crying at once, "The Imam! Thelmamiscome!”

274

WEIS AND HICKMAN

The stench, the heat, the excitement, was suffocating. Khardan fdlt fingers dig into hisarm and turned to
see Mathew clinging to him desperately so as not to be knocked off hisfeet by the heavings and surges
of the mob. Khardan gripped the young man by the arm, holding him close, and looked to see Auda ded
swiftly and slently with an overzedous believer attempting to shove Zohraout of hisline of vison. A
gasp, agroan, and Quar'sfaithful sank down into the dust where his unconscious body wasimmediately
set upon and picked clean by the followers of Benario.

A mighty shout rose from the throats of the people, who strained forward with such force that the
soldiers holding them back stumbled and fought to keep their footing. Line after line of the Imam’'s own
soldier-priests gppeared, walking proudly down the street. Unlike the Amir's men, these soldier-priests
wore no armor, believing themsalves to be protected from harm by the God. Clad in black silken tunics
and long, billowing pantalons, every soldier-priest had astory about how an arrow, shot at his heart, had
bounced off, how Quar's hand had turned aside a sword thrust meant for the throat. Such taleswere
often not far from the truth, for the soldier-priests ran into battle in ashrieking, confused knot, hacking
with their naked blades, the light of fanaticism gleaming in their eyes. More than one enemy broke before
them in sheer panic. The soldier-priests carried their curved bladesin their hands. At the cheers of the
crowd, they raised the swords above their heads and shook them in triumph.

After the arriva of the soldier-priests—and Khardan was aghast and amazed at their numbers—the
roaring of the crowd reached adinimpossible to believe. A hundred mamelukes, clad in gold skirtswith
white headdresses made of ostrich plumes, followed. In their hands they carried baskets and tossed
handfuls of coinsinto the clamoring crowd. Khardan caught one and Auda anothe—ypure silver. The
Cdlif could not hear, but he knew by the expression on Auda's face the words formed by hisgrinning lips.

"Our Enemy not only opensthe gate but pays usto enter!"

Behind the mame ukes two huge € ephants hove into view, the sun gleaming brightly off ruby- and
emerad-encrusted
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headdresses. Slaves rode their backs, guiding them through the streets. Golden, gem-studded bracelets
glittered around the e ephant’s thundering feet. Their long tusks were tipped with gold. Khardan felt
Mathew's body, pressed close againgt him by the crush of the crowd, tremble and sighin awe. The
young wizard from the strange land across the sea had never before seen such giant, wondrous creatures,
and he gaped in Saring-eyed amazement.

The dephants pulled behind them a gigantic structure built on whedlsthat, when it came nearer, could be

seen to be arepresentation of aram's head. Cunningly constructed of wood covered with parchment, the
huge ram'’s head was painted with such skill that one might have mistaken it for alarger version of thered
ram's-head altar that wavered and rocked on the swaying wooden base. Standing next to the atar, which



had been hauled over the long miles traveled by the Amir's conquering army, was Feisd, the Imam.

At his coming, the cheersroseto afrenetic pitch, then dropped to an eerie hush that resounded in the
ears more loudly than the shouts. Many in the crowd sank to then-knees, progtrating themselvesin the
dust. Those that could not move because of the masses pressing around them extended their arms,
slently beseeching their priest'sblessing. Feisd gaveit, turning first one way, then the other, from his
perch on the great whedled wagon. Severad high priests sood proudly beside him. A horde of
soldier-priests marched around the wagon's whedls, glaring fiercely and suspicioudly at the adoring
crowd.

Glancing a Auda, Khardan saw the man's usudly impassive face thoughtful and grave and guessed the
Paladin was imagining how best to penetrate thisring of stedl and fanaticism. He did not appear
perturbed or daunted by this sight, however; he was smply speculative.

Probably leaving al the mundane details, such as getting round athousand swords, in the hands of his
God, Khardan thought bitterly, and turned his eyes back to the Imam just asthe Imam's eyesturned to
him.

K hardan shuddered from head to toe. It was not that he had been recognized. That must be impossible
with thousands of faces surrounding the Imam. No, the shudder was from the
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look in the eyes—the look of one possessed body and soul by a devouring passion, the look of one who has
sacrificed reason and sanity to the consuming flame of holy fervor. It was the look of an insane man who isall too
sane, and it struck terror to Khardan's heart, for he knew now that his people were doomed. This man would pour their
blood into his golden chalice and hand it to his God without a qualm, believing firmly that he was doing the
slaughtered innocents a favor.

The Imam passed by, and the terror faded from Khardan's thoughts, only to leave despair behind. The crowd turned to
follow after the procession, which was apparently meant too wind its way through the city streets before returning to
bring the Imam to his Temple. The Amir's soldiers fell back once the priest was safely past, Khardan and his
companions were swept along with the masses.

"We've got to get free of this!" Khardan yelled at Auda, who nodded. Linking arms, he and the Calif held firmly to
each other's shoulders, forming a shield with their bodies around Zohra and Mathew. They fended off jostlers with
blows and kicks and struggled to make their way down a quiet side street or into one of the nooks along the Kasbah's
walls.

Gloom descended on Khardan like a huge bird of prey, tearing out his heart, blinding him with its black wings. Though
he had repeatedly told himself he came without hope, he knew now that he had in reality been carried thisfar on the
strong wave of that most stubborn of al human emotions. Now hope was draining from him, leaving nothing but
emptiness. His arms ached, his head throbbed with the noise, he felt sickened from the stench. The desirein his heart
was to sink to the ground and let the trampling feet of the mob beat him into oblivion, and it was only concern for the
welfare of those dependent on him, and Auda's firm grip on his shoulder, that kept him going.

Tirelessly the Black Paladin forged a path for them, thrusting, shoving, and constantly tugging and pulling at them to
follow him. Khardan marveled at the man's strength, still more at his faith that had apparently not sunk benesth the
weight of impossible odds.
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"Faith," muttered Khardan, stumbling, falling, feeling Mathew and Zohra clinging to him, pulling himself up again,
hearing Auda's shouts driving him on. "Faith—all that is left once hope is gone. Hazrat Akhran! Y our people arein
desperate need! We do not ask you to come fight for us, for you are fighting your own beéttle if what we hear is true.
We have the courage to act, we need away! Show us, Holy Wanderer, away!"

The four were swept up against awall with a suddenness that |eft them bruised and scraped. A panicked moment
when it seemed they must be crushed against the stone passed, and then the worst of the crowd was by them, running
after the procession, leaving relative quiet behind.



"Iseveryone al right?' Khardan asked. He turned to see Mathew nod breathlessly, his hands fumbling with the veil
that had been torn loose from his face.

"Yes," Zohraanswered, hurriedly assisting Mathew, for it would not do to let anyone catch sight of that fair skin or
glimpsethefiery red hair.

A glance was sufficient to show that Audaibn Jad was the same as always—cool and unperturbed, his gaze fixed on
several soldiers who, now that the excitement had passed, appeared to be taking an undue interest in the robed
nomads.

"Haste!" hissed Audafrom the side of his mouth, giving elaborate attention to the arrangement of his disarrayed
robes. Without seeming to hurry, he moved deftly into the shadows cast by the wall, herding Zohra and Mathew with
him. Khardan, seeing this new danger, wheeled to accompany them, tripped, and nearly fell headlong over an object at
his feet.

A groan answered him.

"A beggar, trampled by the mob," said Auda indifferently, one eye on the guards who were standing on the opposite
side of the street, obviously watching them with interest. " Of no consequence. Keep moving!"

But Zohrawas on her knees beside the old man, helping him with gentle hands to sit up. "Thank you, daughter,”
grunted the beggar.

"Areyou injured, father? | have my healing feisha—"
"No, daughter, bless you!" The beggar reached a groping, frantic hand. "My basket, my coins— Stolen?"
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"Leave him! We must go!" Auda said insistently, and was bending down to drag Zohra away when Khardan stopped
him.

"Wait!" The Calif stared at the beggar—the milky white eyes, the basket inthelap . . . Only he wasn't seeing him now,
he was seeing the beggar months ago, seeing a white hand fling a bracelet into that basket, seeing ahole in the
wall—once gaping open—closed and sealed shut. Khardan looked around him. Y es, there was the milk bazaar where
he had stolen the scarf for her head. Glancing up, he could see palm fronds swaying above the wall.

"Praise be to Akhran!" Khardan breathed thankfully. Kneeling beside the old man, pretending to be offering aid, he
examined the wall and motioned Audato kneel down beside him. "Guards of the Amir are pursuing us!" he whispered
to the beggar. "I know about the holein the wall. Can you get usinside?"

The milky white,eyes turned their sightless gaze on Khardan, the wrinkled face was suddenly so shrewd and cunning
that the Calif could have sworn the blind eyes were studying him intently.

"Are you one of the Brotherhood?' queried the old man.

Khardan stared at him in puzzlement, not understanding. It was Audawho knelt near and, dropping the silver coin into
the beggar's basket, said under his breath, "Benario, Lord of Snatching Hands and Swift-Running Feet.”

The beggar's toothless mouth parted in a swift leer, and he reached behind him with a dexterous hand. What hidden
latch he tripped was kept concealed by his skinny body and the rags that covered it, but suddenly there wasagap in
the wall behind him, large enough for aman to slip through.

"The soldiers are coming thisway!" said Auda camly. "Make no move!"

"Damn!" Khardan swore, able to see the pleasure garden of the Amir only inches from him.

"Akhran be with you, sidi," whispered avoice from the air. "We know what to do."

The soldiers were walking toward them, evidently wondering what the desert dwellers could find so interesting in a
beggar of Kich, when two drunks—one of them a towering,
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muscular giant of a man with gleaming black skin, the other a well-dressed servant, obviously belonging to the royal
household—rounded a corner and lammed right into them.

Startled—K hardan had compl etely forgotten the presence of the djinn—he stared at the soldiers grappling with the
drunks and was jolted to movement only when he felt Auda shove him roughly toward the wall. Mathew and Zohra
had already crept inside, Khardan followed, and Auda came hastening after. A grinding sound and the hole was gone,
the wall smooth, unblemished. A covering thornbush trundled back into place with such alacrity that the Paladin had
to tug his robes free of the flesh-tearing brambles before he could move.

"You realize we are in the harem, the forbidden place!" said Auda coolly, glancing around the garden. "If the eunuchs
catch us, our deaths will be prolonged and most unpleasant."

"Our deaths aren't likely to be any other way no matter where we are," said Khardan, stepping cautiously onto a path
and motioning for the rest to come after him, "and this at least gives us a chance of talking to the Amir."

"Also a chance of getting into the Temple," continued Auda. "When | served in the Temple at Khandar, | learned that
there was, in Kich, atunnel that ran from the Temple below the ground to the palace of the Amir."

"First we talk to Qannadi!" Khardan started to say harshly, when there came the snapping of atwig underfoot, arustle
in the trees, and a shout of joy and longing.

"Meryem!"

Chapter 4

Obsession sees only the object of its madness. It believes everything it wants to believe, questions nothing. Achmed
grabbed hold of the slender figure clad in the well-remembered green and gold spangled veil and whirled it around to
facehim.

Mathew, startled, let fall hisveil.

"You!" Achmed cried, and hurled the young man from him.

Looking around at the others with fevered eyes, he saw his brother, but it did not occur to him to question why
Khardan was here, in the Amir's garden. For Achmed there was only one question in his heart.

"Where is she?' Achmed demanded. "Whereis Meryem? This. . . man"—he choked on the word, pointing a shaking
finger at Mathew—"is wearing her clothes. ..."

Too late Zohralaid restraining fingers on Khardan's arm. "Meryem's dead,” said the Calif harshly, before he thought.

"Dead!" Achmed went white to the lips; he staggered where he stood. Then, in a swift motion, he yanked the sword
fromits scabbard at his side and jumped at Khardan. "Y ou killed her!"

The young soldier's leap was halted by a strong arm wrapping around his neck, throttling him. A silver blade
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gleamed; the cruel eyes of the Paladin glittered beside him. Within another second Achmed's blood would have flowed
from the dit in histhroat.

"Auda, no! He's my brother!" Khardan caught hold of the Paladin's knife hand.

Auda stayed hiskilling stroke, but he held the young man tightly, his arm crushing the windpipe so that Achmed
could neither speak nor yell. His eyes—staring at his brother—blazed with fury. He struggled impotently to escape his
captor, and the Paladin tightened his grip.

"I'm sorry, Achmed," Khardan said lamely, mentally reviling himself for his callous bungling. "But she tried to kill
me—"

"It was my hand slew her," Mathew said in low tones, "not your brother's. And it is true, she wore a poison ring."



Achmed ceased to struggle; he went limp in Auda's grasp. His eyes closed, and hot tears welled beneath the lids.
"Let him go," Khardan ordered.

"He'll dert the guards!” Auda protested.

"Let him go! Heismy blood!"

Auda, with aniill grace, released Achmed. The young man, pale and shivering, opened his eyes and stared into
Khardan's. "Y ou had everything! Always!" he cried hoarsely. "Did you have to destroy the one thing that was mine?"

A sob shook him. "I hope they kill you, everyone of you!" Turning, running blindly, the young soldier plunged into
the garden's sweet-smelling foliage. They could hear him crashing heedlessly among the plants.

"Don't beafool, Khardan! You can't let him go!" Audaheld his knife poised.

The Calif hesitated, then took a hurried step forward. "Achmed—"

"Leave the boy be," came a stern command.

Abul Qasim Qannadi, Amir of Kich, stepped out from the shadows of an orange tree. The perfume of late morning
hung heavy in the garden—roses, gardenia, jasmine, lilies. The palm trees whispered their endless secrets, afountain

gurgled nearby. Somewhere in the darkest shadows a nightingale lifted his voice in his pulsing song—trilling asingle,
heart-
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piercing note until it seemed hissmall chest mugt burst, and then holding it longer till.

The Amir was done. He was not dressed in armor but clad in loose-fitting robes, thrown casualy over
one arm. One shoulder was bare, and from hiswet hair and the glistening of oil upon hisskin it seemed
he had just come from his bath. He looked tired and older than Khardan remembered him, but that may
have been because he was not king in adivan but a half-dressed man in agarden. Certainly he had not
ridden with his troops this morning, nor—apparently— had he been present to watch the entrance or
greet the Imam upon hisarriva into the city.

"Assasans?' asked the Amir, looking coolly and unafraid at the sunlit blade of Audas dagger.

"No," said Khardan, putting his own body between the Paladin and the Amir. "I come as Cdif of my
people!”

"Doesthe Cdif of his people dways snesk through holesin thewa ?" Qannadi asked drily.

Khardan flushed. "It was the only way | could think of to get into seeyou! | had to talk to you. My
people. .. They say they're going to be daughtered this next dawning!”

Qannadi's brown and weathered face hardened. "If you have come to beg—"

"Not beg, O King!" Khardan said proudly. "L et the women and children, the sick and the elderly, go
free. We'—he gestured out past the palace walls toward the desert—"my men and |, will meet you in fair
and open battle.

Qannadi's expression softened; he dmost smiled. He glanced where Khardan pointed, though there was
nothing to be seen but tangled, flowering vines and waxy-leafed trees. "There must be very few of you,"
the Amir said in asoft voice. He turned his penetrating gaze to Khardan. " And my army numbersin the
thousandd!”

"Neverthdess, we will fight, O King!"



"Yes, you would," said Qannadi reflectively, "and | would lose many good men before we succeeded in
destroying you. But tell me, Calif, since when does the desert nomad come to issue a battle challenge
with hiswomen and"—his gaze lingered on Auda—"aPaladin of the Night God.
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"Or, perhaps not women plurd but woman aone." Qannadi considered Zohra gravely, spesking before
Khardan could reply. "Flowers bloom in the desert as beautiful asin aking's garden. And more
courageous, it would seem,” he added, noting that Zohras defiant eyes were fixed on him, not lowered in
modesty as was proper.

There was no time for propriety, however. A word from Qannadi and the intrudersin his garden would
face the Lord High Executioner, who would seeto it that they Ieft thisworld in agonized downess. Why
hadn't Qannadi said that word? K hardan wondered. Was he toying with them? Hoping to find out al he
could? But why bother? He would soon have everything they knew ripped from their mangled bodies.

"And you." Qannadi had been obliquely studying Mahew ever snce the beginning of this strange
conversation, and now hiseyesfindly settled on the object of their curiogty. "What are you?' the Amir
asked bluntly.

"l—I amaman," Mathew said, crimson staining the smooth, tranducent cheeks.

"I know thet . . . now!" Qannadi said with awry amile. "1 mean what manner of man are you? Where are
you from?'

"l am from theland of Aranthiaon the continent of Tirish Aranth," said Mathew reluctantly, asthough
certain he would not be believed.

Qannadi smply nodded, however, though he raised an eyebrow.
"Y ou know of it?' Mathew asked in wonder.

"And s0 does the Emperor,” the Amir remarked. "If Our Imperid Mgesty has hisway, | might soon see
thishomeland of yours. Even now, Quar's Chosen readies his shipsto sail the Hum Sea. So you arethe
fish bone that has been gicking in Feisd'sgullet.”

Mathew blinked in confusion, not understanding. Qannadi smiled, but it was a smile that was not
reflected in the eyes, which remained somber and sober. Khardan shifted uneasily. " The Imam received
word that one of the followers of your God—I forget the name. It is not important." Hewaved ahand as
Mathew would have spoken. "One of the followers who were presumably al struck down on the shores
of Bas
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till lived and walked our land. And not lost and alone, but with friends, it appears.”

He was quiet, thoughtful. Khardan waited nervously, not daring to speak.

"So Meryem is dead"—Qannadi's voice was smooth— "and it was you who struck her down."

The blood drained from Mathew's face, leaving it livid, but he faced the Amir bravely and with a quiet dignity. "I did
what | thought right. She was going to murder—"

"I know all about Meryem," Qannadi interrupted.



"But it was not you who sent her, was it, O King?" said Khardan in sudden understanding.

"No, not I. Not that | wouldn't have slept easier nights knowing she had succeeded,” the Amir admitted with a smile,
which this time warmed the eyes embedded in their web of wrinkles. "Y ou are a danger, nomad. What isworse, you are
an innocent danger. Y ou have no conception of the threat you pose. Y ou are not ambitious. Y ou cannot see beyond
your dunes. Y ou are honorable, trustworthy, trusting. How does one deal with aman like you in aworld like this? A
world gone mad.”

The smile faded from the weary eyes. "l tried to insure that you l€eft it. Oh, not through Meryem. | sent her there the
first time, sent her to spy on you. And when she reported that your tribes were allying against me, | did you honor,
though you did not know it. | sent you death in the form of Gasim, my best Captain. | sent you death in battle,
face-to-face, blade-to-blade. Not death by night, with poison, in the guise of love."

"The Imam," said Khardan.

"Yes." Qannadi drew adeep breath. "The Imam." He paused. In the silence they could hear the murmur of the falling
water. The nightingale had hushed his song. Beyond the walls, in the distance, could be heard the cheering of the
crowd growing nearer. The procession was wending its way to the Temple. "So you come here to ask for the lives of
your people,” the Amir continued, and his voice chill. "l refuse your demand for battle. It is senseless. A waste of lives
| canill afford to spare. Let the conquered cities | control get whiff of this, and they would go for my throat.
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"And now what do you do, Calif? What do you do with awoman whose eyes are the eyes of the hawk? What do you
do with aman of an aien land where, they say, men possess the magical powers of women? What do you do with a
Paladin of the Night, who has ablood curse to fulfill?"

Khardan, startled at these words striking so close to home, could not, at first, reply but only stare at Qannadi, trying to
fathom the man'sintent. He couldn't. Or if hedid, it was only dimly, as a man sees through a storm of swirling sand.

"I will go to prison and die with my people, O King," the Cdif said camly.
"Of course you will," said Qannadi.

One corner of the mouth sank deep into the weathered cheeks. Raising his voice to the call that could sound over the
pounding of hooves, the rattle and press of battle, the Amir shouted for his guards.

"What about Achmed?' Khardan asked hurriedly, hearing the stamp of booted feet on the garden path. Zohra stood
proudly, head high, eyes flashing. Mathew watched Qannadi in silence. Audaibn Jad thrust his dagger into some
secret, hidden place and stood with his arms folded across his chest, a smile as dangerous and dark as Qannadi's on
hislips. Khardan kept awary eye on him, expecting him to fight— uncomfortable when he didn't.

"My brother should know the truth about the girl," the Calif pursued.

"He knows the truth. It festersin his heart, nomad," said Qannadi. "Would you yank out the arrow and let the barbs
rip out hislife? Or would you let it work its way out Slowly, in its own time?"

"You love him, don't you?"

"Yes," Qannadi answered simply.

"So do I." The guards had come and taken hold of Khardan and his companions roughly, not sparing Zohra or
Mathew but clasping them with firm hands and bending their arms behind their backs. "Keep him away tomorrow, O
King," the Calif pleaded urgently, struggling to face the Amir as the guards tried to drag him off. "Don't let him see his
people butchered!"

"Take them to the Zindan," said Qannadi.
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"Promise me!"

Qannadi made a gesture. A jab to Khardan's kidney, and the Calif ceased to fight, doubling over with a groan of pain.
The guards hustled them, unresisting, out of the garden.



Standing on the path, watching the strange group being led away, Qannadi spoke softly, "Y our God be with you,
nomad.”

hi jtt. -it-r

Chapter 5

Four prisoners started out for the Zindan, but only two arrived.

Zohranever heard what happened, in the confusion of the streets through which they were led, and neither,
apparently, did the lieutenant responsible for delivering the nomads to the Zindan. The look upon his face when he
turned around and saw that the number of his charges had been reduced by half was laughable.

Indeed, Zohradid laugh, which did not endear her to her captor. "Y ou will not be laughing in the morning, kafirV the
lieutenant snapped. "Where are the men—the nomad and his friend?' he demanded of his soldiers, who were staring,
dumbfounded, at each other.

"Perhaps they were stopped by the crowd," suggested the prison commandant complacently, folding his hands over
hisfat belly and regarding Zohra with appreciative eyes.

"Bah!" the lieutenant said, angered and more than half-frightened. It would be his responsibility to report this lossto
the Amir. "We weren't stopped by the crowd. Send some of your men out to search.”

Shrugging, the commandant ordered several of his prison guards to retrace the lieutenant's steps from the Zindan back
to the palace to see if the Amir's soldiers needed aid in bringing in their prisoners. The lieutenant took exception to
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the commandant's ing nuation but—being in no position to vent his spleen—Kkept silent and doof and
stared intently out the window of the brick guardhouse into the crowded prison grounds.

"What do we do with these two beauties?' asked the commandant, hisfingerstwiddling.
"Put them with the others" said the lieutenant offhandedly. "They are not to be mistrested.”

"Mmmmm.” The commandant ran histongue over greasy lips. "They won't be, | can assureyou. | know
exactly howto. .. uh. .. handlethem." Rising ponderoudy to hisfeet he, glanced out the window. "Ah,
here come my men, with news from the looks of it."

Mathew took advantage of the opportunity to creep nearer Zohra.
"What has happened? Where is Khardan? What have they doneto him?"

"Heiswith the Paladin, of course," she whispered back. "There is nothing more we can do for them,
Mat-hew, nor they for us. Our roads have separated. We are on our own."

The two prison guards arrived at the commandant's office, red-faced and breathless. "We found two of
the Amir'smen, sir, in aback aley. Dead. Ther throats have been cut.”

"Impossible! | heard nothing!™ said the stunned lieutenant. " Did anyone see anything?"
The two guards shook their heads.



"l will go take alook for myself before | report to the Amir.”

"Y ou do that,” said the commandant expansively. "And I'll make aspecia cell ready for you on your
return,” he muttered glesfully, watching the lieutenant walk tiffly out into the streets.

The prison chief—remembering regretfully the easy life under the Sultan—head little use for the Amir and
noneat al for hissoldiers, asnooty lot who |ooked down their noses at him and were constantly
interfering with what the commandant felt to be his prerogativesin the treatment of the scum assigned to
hiscare.

"Treat youwdl! That | will, my flowerd" Gazing hun-
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grily a Zohra, he rubbed his hands together. "1 would have enjoyed the company of afew others of your
kind if that pompous old assin the paace hadn't kept his soldiers snooping about. But tonight everyone
will be attending the Imam's ceremony. Y our men have deserted you." He sSidled up to Zohrawith a
leering grin, reaching out aflabby hand. "The cowardd But you will not missthem. Tonight | will show
you kafir what it isto enjoy the company of area man, one who knows how to—"

Zohradrove her foot hard into the crook of the man's knee. Hisleg collapsed under him, and he was
forced to catch hold of achair to keep from faling. Pain paled the heavy cheeks; his chin quiveredin
fury. "Kafir bitch!" Grabbing her veiled hair, he yanked her head back and started to kissher. Zohras
nailsflashed for hisface. Mathew shoved his arm between the man's body and Zohra, endeavoring to
break the embrace and drag Zohra away.

"Commandant," came avoice from the door.

"Ugh?' The prison chief, flinging Mathew from him, turned around, one hand till holding Zohra painfully
by the hair.

"Y ou areto report to the Amir," said the guard, endeavoring to look anywhere else but at his swesting
chief. "Immediately. Word has dready reached him about the murdered soldiers, it seems.”

"Hunh!" The commandant hurled Zohrato the floor. Straightening his uniform, he mopped hisface and,
cursing beneath his breath, waddled out toward the palace walls. "Take them to the compound,” he
ordered, waving his hand.

The guard stood over Zohraand Mathew, waiting for them to rise, not offering assistance but watching
them with an unpleasant grin. The prison guards—dregs of humanity, many of whom had once been
prisoners themsa ves—had been chosen by the commandant for their coarse and brutal natures. To be
fair to the commandant, few others except men like these could be found who could ssomach the work.
A man sentenced to prison in this harsh land often had good cause to envy those sentenced to deeth. It
was only through the intervention of the Imam, who never ceased to try to
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convert the kafir, that the nomads taken prisoner at the Tel had received good treatment. The guards had been forced
to keep the women under their care for a month, forbidden to touch them. But that would end this night. The Amir's
soldiers and the Imam's soldier-priests would be needed to help control the crowd. No one would pay any attention to
the prisoners. Rapine, murder—who would know in the morning, when all were to be daughtered anyway in the name
of Quar? Who would care?

Zohra saw the hatred and lust burn in the man's animal eyes and understood clearly the doom that hung over the
prisoners once darkness descended. It would be a night of horrors. Mathew's hand, as he helped her to her feet, was



chill and clammy, and she knew that he understood as well. The two exchanged glances, exchanged fear.

Khardan was gone, prisoner of Auda or willing helper. He had not foreseen this danger; it had not occurred to him. Did
the women in the prison realize their peril? Could they be made to fight it? Knowing her people, Zohra had no doubt
that they would fight. She wondered uneasily if she could convince them to fight using this strange magic, taught by a
madman.

They must, she said to herself firmly. They would. With Akhran's help. Or without it.

Khardan saw, from the corner of his eye, the guard marching behind Audaibn Jad suddenly drop out of sight. The
Cdlif felt aviolent wrenching from behind. The hands of the guard holding his arms clenched spasmodically, then fell

away from him. He was free. Turning, astonished, he saw the bodies of the two guards lying in the street, ared dit
across each neck.

"Thisway!" hissed avoice.

"Zohra—" began Khardan, starting after the guards who, having heard nothing, were leading Zohra and Mathew
away.

"No!" Auda blocked his path. "Would you ruin al?"

It was the most difficult decision the Calif had ever been forced to make, and he was forced to make it within seconds.
Do you deny me the right to die for my people because | am a woman? Zohra's words echoed in his head.
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Audawas right. Khardan might well ruin the only chance they had. He had to |let her go—at least for the moment.

The Paladin and the Calif dived into adark alley. Two shadowy shapes, blacker than night, flowed before them. A door
opened suddenly. Hands yanked Khardan inside a building that was coal, lit only by the sunlight that streamed in
when the door stood open. The Calif could see nothing when the door was slammed shut.

"Do you need anything else, EffendiVV whispered a voice that was vaguely familiar to Khardan.

"Yes, Kiber. Two robes of the soldier-priests..”

"Only two, EffendiV' The man sounded disappointed. "Are we not to help you in your task?'

"No, my lifeisforfeit for this cause. Your lives are not, and our people must not be wasted." There came arustling
sound, as of a hand clasping a shoulder. "Y ou have been a faithful squire, Kiber. Y ou have served both myself and the
God well. My last request of my Lord isthat you be knighted in the service of Zhakrin and take my place. Say to him,
when you return, that thisis my will."

"Thank you, Effendi." Kiber's voice was reverent. "The robes will be beneath the blackened stones of what used to be
our mosgue in this city. You will find food and drink on the floor near the center of this room. It has been my privilege
to serve you these many years, Audaibn Jad. Y ou have taught me much. | pray that | will be a credit to you. Zhakrin's
blessing!"

The door opened, the light stabbed brilliantly into the room, then the door shut and all was darkness and silence but
for the breathing of the two men left behind.

"Zohraand Mat-hew." Khardan turned. "l must go—"

A hand of iron closed over hisforearm. "They do what they must, brother, and so will we. | call upon you now,
Khardan, Calif of your people, to fulfill the vow you made to me—of your own free will—in the dungeons of Castle
Zhakrin."

"And if | do not," said Khardan, "will you strike me down?"

"No," said Auda softly. "Not |. How does your God deal with oath breakers?"
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Reluctant, undecided, Khardan waited for his eyesto adjust to the darkness. He could see ibn Jad now,
avague, gray shape moving in the gloom.

"l should be with my wife, wives," he amended ironically, remembering that Mathew belonged to him. "
should be with my people. They arein danger.”

"So they are. So are we. Zohraand Mathew understand how to fight it. Knowing no magic, can you help
them? No, you might do them great harm. They are one hope for your people, and you are the other.
And your way iswithme."

"Y ou don't give adamn about my people,” said Khardan, angry, frustrated. He knew Audawas right, but
he didnt likeit, fought againgt it. ' 'Y ou'd dit their throats tomorrow if that God of yours ordered it.”

Reaching down, he grabbed aloaf of flat, unleavened bread and bit off agreat hunk, washing it down
with warm, stale-tasting water from a goatskin bag.

"You areright, brother,” said ibn Jed, the white teeth flashing for an ingant in agrin. "But | know what
drivesyou. That isthe bond between us. We are both willing to sacrifice our livesfor our people. And
you see now, do you not, brother, that the only hope for the life of your fribe is the degth of this priest?’

Khardan said nothing, but chewed bread.
"Surely you noticed,” pursued Auda, "that the Amir himself sent you off with hisblessing.”

The Cdif's eyes narrowed in adishdieving scowl. Audaburst out with alaugh, then stifled it ingantly, his
glance darting toward the closed door. "Y ou fool!" helowered hisvoice. "Qannadi could have—should
have—ordered his guardsto day us on the spot! The Amir isatraveled man. He knows the people of
Zhakrin, he knows my goa. And he sends me off to prison under light guard! Nomads!" Auda shook his
head. "Y ou have the sword arms of warriors, the courage of lions, and the guileless souls of children.

"Hereisthis Amir, asoldier, amilitary man who would like very much to see the emperor's rule spread
asfar as possible but would appreciate having some subjects | eft dive to benefit by it. Men will suffer
benesth heavy taxes. They
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will grit their teeth and bear the lash. But touch aman'sreligion, and you touch hissoul, hislifeinthe
heregfter, and that is something most men will willingly fight to protect. | suspect from certain words
Qannadi let drop that the southern cities are rife with rebellion. He spesks of hisarmy numbering in the
thousands, but | have not seen near that many in Kich. Heis spread thin to protect his holdings. The Amir
was right,” the Paladin added more thoughtfully. "Y ou do not yet know how dangerous you are, nomad.
When you do, | think theworld will tremble."

Hefdl slent, eating and drinking. Khardan was quiet, too, thinking. His thoughts got him nowhere except
to despair, however, and he changed the subject. "Where did those men of yours come from?" he asked
irritably. "How did Kiber know we werein Kich?'

"The Black Sorceress sent them in case | needed aid. She has sent our peopleto al other citieswhere |
might have gonein search of Feisd.”



"And how did you contact Kiber?' Khardan pursued insstently. "1 was with you the entiretime! | saw no
one. Y ou spoke to no one—"

"I summoned him through my prayers, nomad. Our God sent my squireto mewhen | caled. Never mind,
you cannot understand.” Auda finished the bread and stretched out comfortably on the floor, hands
behind his head. ™Y ou should get some deep, brother. The night will belong.”

Khardan lay down upon the hard-packed dirt floor of the squaid hut. The heat was tifling. No hotter
than the desert, perhaps, but hefelt closed in, trapped, unable to breathe. Restlesdy he turned and
twisted and tried in vain to make himsdlf relax.

Zohra. Hefeared for her, but he trusted her. That waswhy he had et her go. He knew her courage,
none better. She had stood up to him more than once and won. He acknowledged her intelligence,
though—he smiled wryly—she would never be wise. Alwaysimpetuous, with her sharp tongue and
flash-fire temper, she acted and spoke before she thought. He only hoped that thisfault did not lead her
over the edge of the precipice she waked. But Mathew was with her. Mathew has wisdom enough for
both of them, for dl
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three of us, if it comesto that, Khardan admitted to himself. Mathew would guide her and, Akhran
willing, they would be safe.

Sdfe. . . and then what?
Sighing bleskly, Khardan closed his eyes.

A long night.
It could be avery long night. Oneto last an eternity.

Chapter 6

There not being nearly enough cells to accommodate them, the women and children of the nomads had
been herded into the central compound of the Zindan. When first captured several months ago, they had
been given housesin the city and the freedom to make their livings as best they could in the souks of
Kich. In return the Imam had hoped that a glimpse of city life—education for their children, food, shelter,
safety—would cause them to renounce their wandering ways and convert to Quar. He hoped that their
husbands would leave the desert and comejoin their families, and afew did. But when month after month
passed and most did not, when it was reported to Feisal that the nomad women— though seemingly
pliable and obedient—nevertheless kept their children out of the madrasah and never passed the Temple
of Quar without crossing over to the opposite side of the street, the Imam began to |ose patience.

Feisd wasfeding desperate, driven. It was anirrationa fegling, and he couldn't understand it. He was the
most powerful priest in the known world. He had been invited to Khandar, to take over leadership of the
church. 1t would be he, Feisal, who would |ead the Emperor's troops across the seato bring the
unbelievers of that far-distant land of Tirish Aranth to the knowledge of the One, True God. Y et here
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were a handful of ragtag followers of a beaten-down God openly defying him, openly making him appear foolish in the
eyes of the world. He, Feisal, had been merciful. He had given them their chance to redeem themselves. He would show



mercy no longer.

Summarily the word had gone forth, and the nomads, mostly women and children but a few young men, fathers, and
husbands, had been rounded up and sent to the Zindan. The men were placed in cells, the women given the
compound in which to make their beds, cook their meals, tend their children. The men were beaten, surreptitioudly,
when the Amir's soldiers weren't around. The women and young girls were watched with hatred and lust. The
soldier-priests, naked swords in hand, stood around them. The spectral figure of Death often passed by the Zindan,
her hollow eyes eager, watchful.

When Zohra and Mathew entered the compound, shoved through the gate by the grinning guards, everyone was
watching them. Y et no one said aword. The play of children was hushed, mothers clasping them tightly to the skirts of
their robes. Conversation ceased.

Gritting her teeth, her chin held firm and high, Zohrawaked among her people. Mathew—Iooking and feeling very
uncomfortable—followed a few paces behind.

Glancing around, Zohra saw many she knew, but nowhere did she see any friends. The women of her own tribe, the
Hrana, despised her for her unwomanly ways that told them plainer than words the contempt their Princess had for
them. The women of the Akar hated Zohrafor being aHrana, for marrying their darling, their Calif, and then being
insensible of this great honor, for refusing to cook his meals and keep his tent and weave his rugs. The women of
Zeid'stribe disliked her for being a Hrana and for the gossip they had heard about her.

Asfor Mathew, he was crazy—a man who chose to dress as a woman to escape death. Akhran decreed that the insane
were to be treated with al courtesy, and so he was treated with courtesy. Respect, friendship? Out of the question.

The women separated to let Zohra and Mathew pass. Zohra viewed them all at first with her lip curled in scorn, her
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own feelings of hatred and derision burning her blood with poison. Turning, she cast a sideways glance at Mathew,
prepared to ask why they had bothered. The expression on his face stopped her cruel words. Compassion, mingled
with growing anger, had brought a shimmer of tears to the young man's green eyes. Zohralooked at her people a
second time—and saw them for thefirst time.

Conditions for the people were wretched—inadequate, unhealthful food, little water; they lived daily, literally beneath
the sword. Each woman had a space in the crowded compound big enough for her to spread her blanket. Children
whimpered in hunger or sat staring out at the world with eyes that had seen too much, too early. Here and there a
woman lay on a blanket, too weak to move. There was a sound of coughing, asmell of sickness. Without their herbs
and feishas, the women had been unable to tend the sick. In aquiet corner of the yard a blanket covered those who
had died during the night.

Y et these women, like their men, had one thing that their captors could never take from them: their dignity, their honor.
Looking at them, looking at the quiet calm that surrounded them, seeing the eyes that were unafraid, the eyes that held
thefaith in their God and in each other that sustained them, Zohra felt her own pride ooze from her. The wound in her

spirit, lanced and drained of its infection, would at last begin to heal. The eyes of these women were amirror, reflecting
her to herself, and Zohra suddenly did not like what she saw.

Longing for the power of men, she had not seen—or refused to see—that women had their own power. It took both
forces, acting together, to keep their people alive, to bring children into the world, to protect and shelter and nurture
them. Neither was better nor more important than another; both were necessary and equal.

Respect and honor for each other. This was marriage in the eyes of the God.

Zohra could not articulate these confusing thoughts. She couldn't even begin to understand them. She knew only at
that moment that she felt ashamed and unworthy of these courageous, quiet women who had fought adaily, grinding,
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hopeless battle to keep their families together and maintain their faith in their God.

Zohra's head drooped before those eyes. Her steps faltered, and she felt Mathew's arm steal around her.



"Areyou sick, hurt?'
Wordlessly she shook her head, unable to speak.

"I know," he said, and his voice burned with an anger she was startled to hear. "Thisis heinous! | cannot believe men
could do this to each other! We must, we will get them out of this place, Zohral"

Yes! So help her, Akhran, she would! Lifting her head, Zohra blinked back her tears and searched the crowd for the
one she sought. There she stood, at the end of the line of silent women, waiting. Badia—Khardan's mother.

Zohrawalked up to the woman, who did not quite come to the Princess's chin. Looking at Badia, Zohra saw the
wisdom in the dark eyes whose beauty seemed emphasized by the lines of age in the corners. She saw in those eyes
the courage that ran in her son's veins. She saw the love for her people that had led Khardan here to give hislife for

them. Humbled, Zohra sank to her knees before Badia. Extending her hands, she grasped those of her mother-in-law
and pressed them to her bowed forehead.

"Mother, forgive me!" she whispered.

If aleopard had come up and laid its head in her lap, Badia could not have been more astonished. Perplexed, a
thousand questions in her mind, Badia reacted from her own compassionate nature and from the secret admiration she
had always felt for this strong, obstreperous wife of her son. She remembered that the girl's mother was dead, had died
too early, before she could impart awoman's wisdom to her daughter. Kneeling, putting her arms around Zohra, Badia
drew the veiled head to her breast.

"I understand,” she said softly. "Between us, daughter, there is nothing to forgive."

"My son lives!" Thejoy and gratitude in Badia's eyes was a gift Zohra was pleased and proud to present her
mother-in-law.

"Not only lives, but lives with great honor," said Zohra,
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saying this more warmly than she had intended, apparently, for she saw a spark of amusement flicker in Badia's dark
eyes.

The two, together with Mathew, spoke quietly during the afternoon, the other women surrounding them. Those in
front passed along the news to those in the rear who could not hear. The guards glanced at this huddling of
chickens—asthey viewed it—without interest and without concern. Let them cackle. Small good it would do them
when it came time to wring their necks.

"Khardan has been named Prophet of Akhran, for he brought the djinn back from where they had been held
imprisoned by Quar." Not quite true, but true enough to speak of in this hurried time.

"And Zohrais a Prophetess of Akhran," added Mathew, "for she can make water of sand.”

"Can you truly do thisthing, daughter?' asked Badia, awed. A murmur swept through the women, many—not as
forgiving as Badia—regarding Zohra with suspicion.

"I can," said Zohra humbly, without the pride that generally accompanied her words. "And | can teach you to do the
same. Just as Mat-hew"—she reached behind for the young man's hand and held it fast—"taught me."

Badia appeared dubious at this and hastened to change the subject. "My son, where is he? |s he with his father?"
"Khardan isin the city—"

There was an excited rustle, an indrawn breath of hope among the women.

"He has come to rescue us!" Badia spoke for al.

"No," said Zohra steadily, "he cannot rescue us. Our men cannot rescue us. We must rescue ourselves.” Slowly,
carefully, she explained the situation, presenting the dilemma of the nomads, who dared not attack the city to free their

families, knowing that their families would be put to death before they ever reached the city walls.

"But the Imam has decreed that we will die by morning!"



"And so we must be gone from this place by morning," said Zohra.
"But how?' Badia glanced helplesdly at the tall walls. "Do you propose we sprout wings and fly?"
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"Or perhaps you can turn the sand to water, and we will swim out,” suggested one of Zeid'swiveswith a
Sneer.

Mathew's hand tightened on Zohra's, but his warning was not necessary. The Princesss newly found
cool headedness quenched the hot words that would normally have scorched the flesh of her victim.,

"We have come here with aplan to save oursaves. Sul gives magic to men in the land acrossthe sea
from which Mat-hew comes. Mat-hew is, in his own land, a powerful sorcerer.”

The women exchanged glances, frowning, not quite certain how to react. One mug, after al, be
courteous.

"But my daughter, heismad," said Badia cautioudy, bowing to Mathew to indicate that she intended no
offense.

"No, heisnt," said Zohra. "Wel, maybejust alittle," she wasforced to add in honesty, much to
Mathew's discomfiture. "But that doesn't matter. He hasamagica spell that he canteach dl of us, just as
he taught me the pdll to make water."

"And what will this spell do?" Badiaasked. She glanced around sternly to enjoin silence.

"Inmy land," said Mathew, speaking uneasily, aware of hundreds of pairs of dark eyesturned upon him,
"itisvery cool, and it rains nearly every day. We have large bodies of water—lakes and streams—and
because of thisthereisatremendous amount of water in the air. Sometimes, in my land, thiswater in the
air becomesthick enough that it is possible to seeit, yet not so thick that one cannot breatheit.” He
wasn't getting very far. Most gppeared more convinced now than ever before that he was crazy asa
horse who eats moonweed.

"Itisasif the God Akhran sent acloud down from the skies. This cloud isknown asfog in my land"—he
plunged recklessly forward. Time was growing short, they still had much to do—"and when thisfog
coversthe earth, people cannot see very clearly through it, and consequently they fed confused and
disoriented. Familiar objects, seen through fog, look strange and unreal. People have lost their way
walking through awood that they have known dl their lives.

"With Sul's blessing the sorcerer can create hisown
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version of thisfog and useit to protect himsalf. Through the power of this spell the magus surrounds
himself with amagical fog that has the power of ingtantly cresting doubt and confusion in theminds of all
who look a him."

"Does he disgppear?’ questioned Badia, interested in spite of herself.

"No," said Mathew, "but it seemsto those looking directly at the magus asif he has disappeared. He can
neither be seen nor heard, for the fog deadens the sound of his movements. Thus he can escape his
enemieshy dipping avay."



Just how he would go through locked gates was another matter, but Mathew hoped a solution to that
would present itself when the time came. In hisland, where people were accustomed to seeing fog, this
gpell was only partialy efficient and was mainly used by those who found themsalves set upon by robbers
inthe woods or dark aleys of the city. It was, as he had said, asmple spell, one of the firgt taught to
novices and often practiced gleefully to escape their tutors at bedtime. Mathew hoped, however, that the
cregtion of fog in thisland whereit had never before been imagined, |et aone actudly seen, would
unnerve the guards sufficiently that the men could wrest the keys from them and unlock the gates.

There was onetiny, nagging doubt in Mathew's mind, but he choseto ignoreit. At the very bottom of the
pagein the spell book, written with red ink, was the warning that the spell be used by an individud, never
by agroup, unless warranted by the most dire circumstances. He supposed some instructor had
explained to him the reason for this warning, but—if so—Mathew must have dept through class that day,
for he could recall nothing of it. It had never seemed important in his own safe, serene country.

But now . . . well, certainly these could be considered dire circumstances!

"The only things we need to perform the spell,” he continued, seeing the quickening interest in the
women's eyes and feding himsdf heartened, "is the parchment upon which each of you must writeit.
Zohraand | carry these benesth our robes. And we need water."

"Water?' Badia gppeared grave. "How much water?"
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"Why ..." Mathew faltered. "A bowlful apiece. Isn't there awell here in the prison?’
"Outside the walls, yes." Badia pointed.

Mathew cursed himself. Would he never come to accept the fact that in this land water was scarce, precious? He
thought frantically. "The guards must bring you water. When? How much?"

Badias face cleared somewhat. "They bring us water in the mornings and evenings. Not much, maybe a cup each, and
that must be shared with the children."”

Seeing the swollen tongues and cracked lips of the women— forced to stand or work in the hot sun of the prison
compound— Mathew guessed how much they drank and how much they gave to the children. Hisrage startled him. If
he'd had the Imam beneath his hands, he would have choked the life out of the man and never felt aqualm. With an
effort he mastered

himsalf.

"When the guards bring the water this evening, you must not drink it but keep it hidden, keep it safe. Not a drop must
be wasted, for you will need every bit." And pray Promenthas that is enough!

"Will you do it?" asked Zohra eagerly.

All the women looked to Badia. As Mgjiid's head wife, she had the right to command a leadership role, and she had
earned it during this crisis. All respected her, trusted her.

"What about the young men and some of our hushands,
locked in the cells?*

"Where are the cells?' Mathew asked, looking around.
"In that building."

"Any guards?’



"Three. They keep the keys with them so that they may enter the cells when they choose to mistreat those within,"
Badia answered hitterly.

"Before we cast the spell, we will go first to the guardhouse, overpower the guards, and free the men." Mathew said
this glibly, completely unaware of how thiswould be done. "The men must stay near you when the spell is cast, and
the fog will surround them as well."

"They will want to fight," said ayoung wife knowingly.
"We must seeto it that they do not," countered Badia
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crisply, and there was the glint of stedl in the eyes that had been known to bring even the mighty Majiid to his knees
on occasion. The glint faded, however, and she looked at Zohra with grave earnestness. "If we do not do this thing,
daughter, what chance do we have?'

"None," said Zohra softly. "We will die here, die" —she faltered, glancing at the leering guards—"most horribly. And
our men will dieto avenge our deaths."

Badia nodded. "An end to our people."
"Yes." There was nothing more to say, no softer way to say it.

The women in the compound waited, watching Badia, whose head was bowed in either solemn thought or perhaps
prayer. At last she raised her eyes to meet those of her daughter-in-law. "1 begin to see Akhran's wisdom in choosing
you to marry my son. Surely the God has sent you here and perhaps sent us the madman”—she appeared none too
ready to credit even Akhran with this—"to aid us."

Badia turned to Mathew. " Show us what we must do."

Chapter 7

Night fell over parts of the city of Kich, was held at bay in others. The Temple and the grounds surrounding it shone
more brightly than the sun; torches and bonfires hurled back the darkness and kept it outside the barrier that had been
erected around the Temple steps from where the Imam was to speak to his people. The great golden ram's-head
structure was in readiness. The golden altar having been carried inside the Temple, another atar had been constructed
and made holy by the under priests, to prepare for the presentation of the faith of the living and the souls of the dead
to Quar.

The Imam and his priests were due to speak to the people at midnight. Feisal intended holding them spellbound and
enthralled with his words, whipping them to afevered pitch of holy frenzy in which they would lose al thought for
themselves or for others and exist only for the God. In such a state the smoke of the burning bodies of butchered
women and children would not stink with the foulness of murder but would be sweetest perfume and rise like incense
to the heavens.

The bright radiance of the lights around the Temple made those parts of the city left to night that much darker by
contrast. The streets late in the evening were—for the most part—empty. Except for the occasional merchant who took
the very last opportunity to try to wring money out of linger-
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ing customers and who was only now shutting up shop and starting to hurry toward the Temple, there were few
loiterers. The soldier-priests of Feisal could sometimes be seen, looking for those who might need alittle extra
persuasion to receive Quar's blessing. Thus it was that two soldier-priests, walking down the street near the Kashah,
attracted little attention.

The street was dark and empty, the stalls across from it shuttered and closed up. The lights of house and arwat were
extinguished, for none would sleep in their beds this night. At first glance the street seemed too empty, and Khardan
cursed.



"He's not here."
"Yes, heis," returned Audacoolly.

Squinting, peering into the deep shadows, Khardan could barely make out, by the reflected light of the flaring flames
that lit the sky, a huddled figure squatting next to the wall.

"The followers of Benario will not be worshiping Quar this night, but their own God, to whom these celebrations are
meat and drink," said Audawith agrim smile.

True enough. More than one person in that crowd would discover his purse missing, her jewelry stolen. More than
one man would return home and find his coffers empty.

Creeping down the streets, keeping awary eye out for the Amir's soldiers, Khardan caught hold of Auda's arm and
pointed.

"Look, not everyone in the palace is attending the celebration.”

Far up in atower shone asingle light. There sat—although the two below could not see him—Qannadi. Alonein his
room, surrounded by his maps and his dispatches, he was reading each one attentively, concentrating on each, making
notesin afirm, steady hand. Y et as he listened to the silence that was breathless, hushed, and tense, the Amir felt
himself poised on a dagger's edge. He had set forces in motion over which he had no control, and whether for good or
forill, Sul done knew.

Auda shrugged. The light was far away and posed no threat. Moving softly, he and Khardan walked over to where the
blind beggar sat, his back against the wall of the Kashah. But though their bare feet had not made a sound that either
of
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them could hear, they had not moved softly enough. The milky eyes flared open, the head turned toward them.
"Soldier-priests," he said, holding out his basket. "In the name of Quar, take pity."

"You smell our clothes, not the men inside," returned Auda softly, dropping several coinsin the basket and motioning
Khardan to do the same. The Cdlif handed over his purse, containing every last piece of money of histribe.

The beggar wrinkled his nose. "Y ou are right. Y ou reek of incense. But | know that voice. What do you want, you who
speaks the password of Benario yet is not one of the

Brotherhood?

Auda appeared discomfited by this, and the blind beggar grinned, his toothless mouth a dark, gaping hole in the
flame-lit night. Reaching out a groping hand, he took hold of Khardan's arm, clutching him with agrip surprising in one
who appeared so feeble and infirm. "Tell me what you will do, man who smells of horse"'—the other hand grabbed hold
of Auda—"and man who smells of death."

"Death is my mission, old man," said Auda harshly. "And the less you know the better."

"Degth is your mission," repeated the beggar, "yet you do not come to kill the Amir, for that you could have done this
day. | heard you talking—my ears are very good, you may have noticed. What Benario takes away, he sometimes
repays in double measure. | am thinking you might want to know how to find the tunnel that leads beneath the street
to

the Temple."

"Such information might be of interest," said Auda offhandedly. "If not this night, then another."

The beggar cackled and let loose his grasp of each of them. So hard had he held them, however, that Khardan
continued to feel, for long minutes after, the warm pressure of the gnarled fingers on his flesh.

"We have no more money," said the Calif, thinking that this was what the old man was after.



The beggar made a gesture asif to consign money to the nether realms of Sul. "I do not want your coin. But you have
something you can give mein exchange for my help."

"What isthat?' Khardan asked reluctantly, having the
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uncanny impression that the unseeing eyes could see through him.

"The name of the woman who stopped to help a poor beggar when her man would have passed him by this day."

Khardan blinked, starting in surprise. "Her name?' he looked dubiously at Auda, who shrugged and indicated
impatiently that they needed to make haste.

"Zohra," said Khardan, speaking it dowly and reluctantly, feeling that there was something very special about it and
not liking—somehow—to shareiit.

"Zohra," the blind beggar whispered. "The flower. It suits her. | have it in my heart now"—the empty eyes
narrowed—"and it will protect me. When you go through the wall, take four steps forward, and you will cometo a
flagstone path. Follow this path for a count of forty steps, and you will come to another wall with awooden door set
within. On this door is placed the mark of the golden ram's head. Thereis no lock, though I'll wager Qannadi has often
wished there were," chuckled the old man. "The Imam and his priests have free run of the palace these days. Follow
the tunnel, and it will bring you to another door that does have alock. But you, man of death, should have no trouble
opening it. The door will bring you out into the atar room itself."

So saying, the beggar dlid his hand behind his back. They heard a click and the wall gaped open. Auda darted inside,
and Khardan was about to follow when he touched the beggar's bony shoulder. "The blessing of Akhran be on you,
father."

"I have the woman's name," the beggar said sharply. "That will be al | need this night."

Puzzled, not understanding, but thinking the beggar was probably touched with madness, Khardan left him and—for
the second time that day—sneaked into the forbidden pleasure garden of the Amir's palace.

They had no trouble following the beggar's directions. It was well he gave them in counted steps, for the darkness
beneath the trees was thick and impenetrable. They moved as blind men themselves, Khardan forced to grasp Auda's
forearm so that they did not become separated. Slipping ahead cautiously, they fended off low-hanging branches, but
for the
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most part found the pathway free of debris and easy to follow. Auda counted the steps under his breath,
and they hurried over the flagstone, gliding beneath the perfumed trees, past the dancing fountains. Forty
steps brought them to apart of the garden that was less overgrown than the rest. Coming out from under
the tree branches, they could see by the red glow in the sky and discovered the door they sought.

The golden ram's head on the wood gleamed eerily. Khardan had the uncomfortable impression that the
eyes were watching him with enmity, and he pushed forward to open the door and enter the tunnel but
Audastopped him.

"Onemoment,” said the Pdadin.
"What isit? Y ou were the oneimpatient to get here," Khardan snapped nervoudly.
"Wait," wasdl ibn Jad said.

To Khardan's astonishment, the Black Paladin sank down on his knees before the golden ram's head,
whose eyes seemed to flare brighter than ever. Removing something from within hisrobes, Audahdd it
forth in hisright hand. Khardan saw that it was a black medallion, the image of a severed snake worked
uponitinglittering Slver.



"From thismoment," said Audaibn Jad clearly, "my lifeisin your hands, Zhakrin. | wak forth to fulfill the
blood curse cast by the dying Catal us on this man caled Feisal, who has sought to take away not only
thelives and freedom of our people, but our immortal soulsaswell.”

Audareached into hisrobes and took out an object Khardan recognized easily—the severed-snake
dagger. The Paadin held it up in hisleft hand, level with the meddlion. " The hand that holdsthisdagger is
no longer my hand, but yours, Zhakrin. Guide it with unerring swiftness to the heart of our enemy.”

Audasface, turned toward the light, was pale and cold as marble, frozen with an unearthly cam, the
cruel eyesdark and more empty than the sightless orbs of the blind man. A chill wind rose and blew
through the garden. A wave of evil smote Khardan so that he could barely stand, leaving him weak and
shaking and powerless, or he would have turned and fled this place that he knew was accursed.

What am | doing here? the nomad Prince thought in
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horror. Wasit you who sent me, Akhran, or have | been deceived? Have | been yoked to thisevil man
by trickery, and will it end with my faling into the dark Fit of Sul and losing my soul forever? What
difference isthere between Auda and this Feisa? What difference between Quar and Zhakrin? Surely
Zhakrin would strive to become the One, True God if he could! What is transpiring in the heavens that
hasled meto this path on earth?

| would take thiswicked priest's lifein battle, but | want no part of wrenching it from himin the dark. Y et
hewill not face mein battle, and how can | save my people other than by striking him down? Help me,
Akhran! Hlp me!

And then Auda spoke, and there was a softness and wry humor in hisvoice. "Onefind prayer, Zhakrin.
Absolve this man, Khardan, of hisvow, as| absolve him of it. When | am dead, he will have no need to
avenge my degth. If my blood touches him, it will be only in blessing, not acurse. | ask this, Zhakrin, as
one who goesforth with the expectation of being with you soon.”

Auda bowed his head, raisng both dagger and medallion higher to the night.

Khardan leaned back againgt the wall, shivering, yet feding somehow that held received his answer, if
only to understand that he was freeto act of hisown will. Whatever constraint—if there had truly been
one—had been lifted.

Auda, prostrating himsdlf to the ground, rose to hisfeet. Kissing the dagger, he dipped it into the folds of
his stolen priest'stunic. Kissing the meddlion, he hung it around his neck.

"It will be seen,”" said Khardan.
"l want it to be seen," answered the Paladin.
"When they set eyes upon it, they'll know you for what you are and strike you down."”

"Very probably. | will live long enough to obtain my objective—my God will seeto that—and then it
does not matter."

Auda opened the door, but Khardan barred hisway.



"I would see and hear this man speak,” said the Calif gruffly. "1 want to give him onefina chanceto
rescind his order regarding my people. Promise me that before you attack?"
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"I am not the only one they will strike down," returned Auda with afleeting ghost of a smile across the bearded lips.
"Swear, by your God!"

Auda shrugged. "Very well, but only because you could prove a useful diversion. | swear.”

Breathing somewhat easier, Khardan moved his arm and entered the tunnel, walking beside Auda.

The door shut without sound behind them.

Chapter 8

"Well, that's that," said Sond, staring gloomily at the tunnel door through which his master had just vanished. "We
may not enter the holy place of another God."

"We could stay here and guard their way back," suggested Fed;.
"Bah! Who isthere to guard against?' retorted Sond sourly. "Everyone is gathering for the ceremony. Only the Amir's
bodyguards are about, and there's not many of them. From what | could gather, Qannadi has sent them to reinforce

those responsible for controlling the crowd."

"We could go to the Amir's kitchens and see what they have prepared for dinner," suggested Usti, rubbing his fat
hands.

"Didn't | hear your mistress calling you?' Sond scowled.

"Y ou have played that trick on me one time too many, Sond," said Usti with lofty dignity. "It iswell past dinnertime,
lacking only an hour or so of being midnight. There is nothing more we can do here, and | do not think any harm would
come of visiting the kit—"

"Usti!"

It was—most definitely—afeminine voice.

"Name of Akhran!" Usti went pale asthe belly of dead fish.
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"Hush!" ordered Sond, listening carefully. "That isno

mortal tongue—"

"Usti! Sond! Fedj! Where are you?' The names were called urgently, yet reluctantly, asif the speaker vied within
herself.

"I know! It isthat angel of Pukah's!" Sond looked amazed and not entirely pleased. "What can she be doing—"

"Y ou forget the madman,” interrupted Fedj. "Sheis his

guardian, after all."



"You areright. It had dipped my mind.” The djinn frowned. " She should not be calling like that. It will aert every one
of Quar'simmortalsin the city."

"I will go to her," offered Raja, and disappeared only to return presently with the white-robed, silver-haired angel,
looking small and delicate and fragile beside the powerful

djinn.

"Thank Promenfhas | have found you!" Asrial cried, clasping her hands. "I mean"—she flushed in confusion—
"thank Akhran—"

"How may we serve you, lady!" asked Sond impatiently.

"Firgt," interposed Fedj, with arebuking glance at his fellow, "we want to offef our sympathy for your sorrow."
"My sorrow?" Asrial seemed uneasy, uncertain how to

respond.

"Pardon us, but we could not help but notice that our companion, Pukah, had earned—although I'm not certain
how—a very special and honored placein your heart."

"Itis...foolish of metofeel that way, | fear," said Asrial shyly. "It is not right that we immortals should care
for each other. ..."

"Not right!" Touched by her sadness, Sond took her by the hand and squeezed it comfortingly. "How can it not be
right, when it was your love for him that brought out the best qualities in Pukah and gave him the strength to sacrifice

himself?*

"Do you truly believe that?' Asrial gazed up searchingly

into the djinn's eyes.

"l do, lady, with al my heart," said Sond. "And |, too," rumbled Raja.
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"And 1. And I," murmured Fedj and Usti, the latter wiping away atear that was creeping down his fat face. "But you
were calling us," said Sond. "How is it we may

serve you?'

Asrial's fears, seemingly forgotten a brief moment, returned, causing the color to leave the ethereal cheeks. "Mathew,
and your mistress, Zohra! They are in the most terrible danger, or soon will be! Y ou must come and help them."

"But we may not. We have not been summoned,” said Sond, appearing worried, yet not certain what to do.

"That is because they don't know they're going to be in danger!" Asrial wrung her hands. "But Matthew istalking of
overpowering guards, and he carries a dagger one of the women managed to sneak into the prison with her. He knows
nothing about fighting, and the guards are strong and brutal! Y ou must come with me! Y ou must!"

"We are certainly useless here," prodded Fedj. "That istrue." Sond gnawed his nether lip. "Y et we have not been
summoned.”

"Yes, we have," said Usti unexpectedly. He pointed a
jeweled, chubby finger at Asrid. "She summoned us!”

"An angel summoning adjinn?' Sond appeared doubtful.



"L et them argue about it at the next tribunal," said Raja.
"I, for one, am going with the lady." He bowed, hand over
his heart, to Asrial.

"Are all resolved?' Sond looked at Fedj, who nodded. "My mistress is so stubborn, she would never summon me,"
Usti commented. "I will go."

"Not stubborn. Intelligent—knowing well if she summoned what she'd get," returned Sond. "Lady Asria, we are yours
to command. And may Akhran have mercy on usif he ever finds out we worked for an angel!" breathed the djinn,
casting aworried glance toward heaven.

Inside the cell block of the Zindan, the prison guard, his face twisted in sadistic pleasure, brought his lash down on
the bare back of hisvictim. The boy writhed in the arms that held him, but he did not cry out, though the effort it cost
him drove his teeth deep into histongue.
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"Hit him a couple more times and loosen his voice," said one of the guards, holding the boy by the arms.

"Y es, his screams won't be noticed this night," said the other.

The guard did as he was requested, striking at the back that was already marked with scars from previous
"punishment” sessions. The boy flinched and gasped but swallowed his scream and managed to cast a triumphant
glance at his captors, though blood ran from his mouth and he knew he would pay for that look with the next blow.

The next blow did not fall, however. The guard stared in astonishment as the whip was plucked from his grasp by a
gigantic, disembodied hand and carried up to the ceiling.

The three prison guards stood near the cell block's outer door where they could keep watch and see if any of the
Amir's soldiers might be snooping about. This areawas their usual location for "punishment,” as could be witnessed
by the numerous splotches of dried blood upon the stone floor. Surrounded by three walls, it was not alarge area and
it grew smaller still when it was filled with the massive bodies of four huge djinn (Usti taking up as much room
sideways as the others did lengthwise).

"Ah, you seem to have dropped this," said Raja, the huge whip dangling between his thumb and forefinger. "Allow me
to return it to you, sidiV He deftly wrapped the whip around the guard's neck.

The guard fought and struggled, but he was no match for the djinn and was soon trussed up like a chicken, as Usti
commented, licking hislips.

"Order them to let the boy go," said Rgja.

The guard glared balefully at the djinn. "1 take no orders from you, kafir spawn. And I'm not afraid of you, either.
When Quar gets hold of you, hell make you wish you'd never been born!"

"Asintelligent as heis handsome," said Sond gravely. "Let us see if he will reconsider.”

Raja, nodding, gave the lash atwist and a tug that sent the man spinning wildly across the floor, smashing headfirst
into the far wall. Hislimp body sagged to the floor. The other
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two guards suddenly released their hold on the boy, who staggered and fell at their feet.

The boy was up almost at once, moving more hurriedly when he saw Sond coming toward him. The djinn stared at the
boy closely. "A Hrana?' he asked.

"Yes, O Djinn," said the boy warily, staring at Sond and recognizing him as an immortal belonging to his enemy.
Seeing Sond in company with Fedj—the immortal of his own tribe—the boy did not know quite what to make of it.

"You are brave, Hrana," said Sond approvingly. "What is your name?"

"Zaal." The boy's wan face glowed at the djinn's praise.



"We have need of you, if you can walk."

"Thereis nothing wrong with me," said the boy, though he grimaced with every move he made.

Sond concealed his smile. "Where do these dogs keep the keys to the cells, Zaal ?"

"On their fat bodies, O Djinn," answered Zaal with a glance of hitter hatred.

Sond walked over to investigate. "Y ou do seem to be carrying a monumental load in the area of your gut, sidi," the
djinn said, speaking to the guard who was dumped against thewall. "I will relieve you of some of that weight, sidi, if
you will but give me the keysto the cell."

The guard, coming around with a groan, retorted with a foul oath suggesting something physically impossible that
Sond might do to himself.

Fedj slammed the man's head against the wall with a swift backhand. "What kind of language is this? How do you
expect the boy to learn to respect his elders if you speak in that manner, sidiT

"I grow tired of this," growled Rgaimpatiently. "Let uskill him and take the keys."

"Oh, ho!" howled the guard, glaring around them from rapidly swelling eyes. "Y ou don't frighten me! | know that you
djiinn may not take a human life without the permission of your God. And where is the Wandering Akhran these days?
Dead, from what we hear!" The guard spit on the floor. "And good riddance. We'll soon make short work of his
followers!"
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"He has apoint,” said Fedj. "We cannot take a human life."

"Ah, but is he human?' Usti inquired complacently. "Is any of this. . . this'—the djinn waved a hand at the guards—
"excrement?’

"An interesting technicality,” commented Fed;.
The other two guards looked fearfully to their leader, who turned exceedingly red.

"What do you mean? Of course, I'm human!" he blustered. "Y ou just try killing me and see how much trouble you'll be
int"

"Isthat acommand, sidiT' inquired Sond palitely. "If so, | hasten to obey—"

"N-no!" stammered the guard, realizing what he'd said. His voice raised to a shrill shriek as the djinn loomed over him.
"No!"

"The keys, sidi, if you please?' Raja held out a gigantic hand that would have-engulfed the guard's neck without any
effort at all.

With avicious snarl the guard lifted the keys from a belt around his waist and hurled them, cursing, to the floor. At
Sond's gesture, Zaal leaped to pick them up and brought them to the djinn.

At that moment there came arattling on the door, and it burst open under the combined strength of Mathew and
severa nomad women, who flooded into the room, daggers flashing in their hands.

Mathew gasped and stared at the massive djinn. His face was grim. He had obviously prepared himself either to meet
death or to meteit out, and this unlooked-for respite literally stole away his breath.

Walking forward, Sond bowed low before the astonished wizard and held out the keys. "These are yours to do with as
you will, O Sorcerer. Have you further need of usthis night?"

"l ... l—Youdon't serve me," Mathew faltered.

"No, Lord Sorcerer. We serve one who serves you." Sond looked to a point above Mathew's shoulder, to the boy's
great confusion. "The Lady Asrial.”



"Wait!" said Zohra. "Y es, we need you. The gates—"
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"Raja, come with me! Hush!" Sond cocked his head, listening. "My master!" he cried in a hollow voice, and vanished.
Raja disappeared. Fedj and Usti remained, staring at each other uncertainly.

Then they heard the sound—a strange and eerie sound that made the hair on the neck rise and sent a shiver over the
bodies of all those in the room.

The frenzied yell of arampaging mob.

And it was coming closer.

Chapter 9

The tunnel ran from the palace, dipping down below the busy central street of Kich, rising up to the newly built and
lavishly decorated Temple of Quar. The tunnel's floor was smooth, swept clean, and dry, its condition undoubtedly
maintained by the servants of the Imam. Torches stood in wrought-iron sconces affixed to the wall, their flames
smoking and wavering in the draft that came with the opening of the door from the garden. Entering the cool, dimly lit
tunnel, Khardan marveled at the peace and silence below ground when all above him was noise and chaos.

Moving swiftly, neither speaking—bodies tensed and readied for danger—the Calif and the Paladin of the Night
traversed the narrow tunnel. They traveled along distance. Glancing back, Khardan could no longer see the entrance.
The floor they walked began to slope upward, and they knew that they were nearing the Temple. They moved more
cautiously and quietly—out of instinct more than necessity. With the praying, swaying, chanting, screaming crowd
located almost directly above them, they could have held a game of baigha down here, complete with horses, and no
one would have heard them.

Soon the two could see, glittering in the torchlight, the eyes of another golden ram's head, and they knew they had
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reached their destination. Auda carefully studied the door. Carved of a single, massive block of marble, it sealed shut
the tunnel entrance like a plug. There were no seams that Khardan could see, no ring embedded in the rock with which
to pull it open, and he was just about to suggest—in mingled relief and frustration—that their way was blocked when
Audalaid his hands on either side of the golden ram's head, fingers covering the eyes, and pressed.

There was a click and a crunch, and the stone door shivered dightly, then began to turn, revolving around some
unseen central post. Stepping back, Auda waited with obvious impatience for the slow-moving stone to swing into an
open position. Beyond the door, Khardan could hear a voice speaking, and he tensed, thinking they had been
discovered. He soon realized—from the tone and the few words he could catch—that it was the Imam, and he was
apparently addressing his priests prior to going out to address the crowd.

No one had noticed them.

"How did you know how to work this?" Khardan whispered, his hand gingerly touching the locking device.
"What, the door opening?' Auda glanced at him, amused at the nomad's awe. "I have operated hundreds more
intricate and complicated than this. In the palace at Khandar, one must be a mechanical geniusto move from one's

bedroom to the bath.”

"What about the door on our way out?' Khardan asked uneasily, looking behind him again, though it had long since
been lost to sight. ' 'Will it be locked? We may be needing to get through it in a hurry!"

"There was no such device used on entering that door. | doubt if you will find one on your return." The Paladin coolly
emphasized the singular. "This door is much newer, built more recently than the tunnel itself, which is—I should
judge—probably as old as the palace. Who knows where it led before this? Some private playground of the Sultan's, |



should imagine."
The stone had almost completed its rotation, moving in oiled silence.

"But why alocking device here and none at the palace?' Khardan argued.
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Auda made an impatient gesture. "Undoubtedly the en-tryway is guarded by the Amir's guards, nomad.
Except on this one night, when they were needed to help with the crowd or"—histhin lipstightened in a
grim smile—"perhaps Qannadi gave the guards ordersto be elsawhere.”

Spoend the cold winter in here, little mouse, said thelion, pointing to histhroat. It iswarminside and
safe, very safe. . .

Khardan shivered and, suddenly anxiousto end this, pushed past Auda and did through the crack in the
stone that was barely wide enough to admit one man turned sideways.

He entered amurmuring, whispering chamber, warm widi the heat of many bodies, smelling of perfumed
oil and incense and mdting candle wax and swesting flesh and holy zedl. It waslit by the light of many,
many candlesflickering somewhere on the dtar at the center of the room. Khardan caught only aglimpse
of that altar, his view blocked by the soldier-priests. Their backs turned to the Cdlif, they were staring
sraight ahead with rigid intengity at the Imam, who stood in their midst. No one had heard the opening of
the stone door, which was not surprising, considering the reverberating voice that held them mesmerized.
But they must fed the rush of cool air on their backs, and Khardan redlized with a pang that it would be
necessary to shut the door. Hurriedly he glanced about the candldlit dtar room, trying to find something
that would give him apoint of recognition for the tunnel door, whicli—he could see—would become one
with thewal once it was shut. But to his astonishment, Audal€eft it open. Taking the nomad by thearm,
the Paladin hustled Khardan well away from the entry. They moved slently, their backs pressng againgt
thewall, until they were dmost hafway around the large room.

Of course, Khardan thought to himself, the blood beating in his ears, it doesn't matter if they discover
someone has entered their sanctuary. They're going to know in amatter of moments anyhow, and this
iNsures our way Out.

"—8ul's Truth seen in Quar,” the Imam was saying. "The world united in worship of the One, True God.
A world freed of the vagaries and interference of theimmortals. A world where dl differencesare
smoothed out, where dl think alike and believe dike—"
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Aslong asthey think and believe like Quar, added Khardan silently.

"A world where there is peace, where war becomes obsol ete because there is no longer anything over
which to fight. A world where each manis cared for, and no one will go hungry.”

Savesare cared for, in amanner of gpeaking, and rardly alowed to go hungry since that would inhibit
their ussfulness. A chain made of gold isachain till, no matter how beautiful it looks upon the skin.

Khardan turned to glance a Auda, to see how the Paladin was reacting to this, and saw suddenly that ibn
Jad was no longer standing beside him. The Paladin of the Night had been absorbed into the darkness
that was his birthright, the darkness that watched over and guided him.

Khardan was done.



"Wewill goforth!" continued Feisal, and Khardan could see above the heads of those standing in front of
him the priest's thin arms upraised in exhortation. "Wewill go forth and bring this message to our people!™

Khardan began to move, impelled by fear that ibn Jad might strike before the Cdlif could speak, impelled
by the need to try to bring sight to the blind eyes of these fools, impelled by his own need to make this
onelast attempt to save his people.

"Inthe eyes of Quar, al men are brotherd" Feisd lifted hisvoice to ashout.

"If that be s0," answered Khardan, his own cry reverberating off the walls, the candlesflickering inthe
rush of coal air that was flowing in through the open doorway, "if that be so, then prove it by freeing your
brothers—my people—who are sentenced to die with the dawn.”

Gasps and shouts of alarm rippled through the crowd. The soldier-priests reacted with a speed that
astonished Khardan. Before those around him could have comprehended who he was, they turned on
him. Rough hands grabbed hisarms, stedl cut into his back, asword was at histhroat, and hewas a
prisoner before the last words had been spoken.

"Let usday him now, Holy Onel" One of the soldier-priests pleaded. "He has defiled our Temple!”
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"No," said Feisal in agentle voice. "I know him. We have spoken before, this man and |. He calls himself Calif of his
people. Cdif of barbarous bandits. Y et there is hope for his salvation, as there is hope for al, and | would not deny it
to him. Bring him to me."

The order was obeyed with aacrity, and Khardan was thrown at the Imam's feet, where he lay on the floor, surrounded
by aring of stedl.

Slowly, as his eyesraised to meet the liquid-fire eyes of the priest, Khardan rose to his knees. He would have stood
face-to-face with this man, but the hands of the soldier-priests pressed on his shoulders, holding him down.

"Yes, you know me," Khardan said, breathing heavily. "Y ou know me and you fear me. Y ou sent awoman to try to
murder me—"

A roar of outrage met these words. The hilt of a sword smashed into Khardan's mouth; pain burst in his skull.
Grog-gily, tasting blood from a split lip, he spit it on the floor, and he raised his throbbing head to look into Feisal's
eyes. "Itisthetruth,” he said. "That is how Quar will rule. Sweet words in the daylight and poisoned ringsin the
night—"

He was prepared for the blow thistime and took it as best he could, averting his head at the last possible moment to
keep it from breaking hisjaw.

"No more!" said Feisal, seeming truly distressed by the violence. He laid his delicate fingers on Khardan's bleeding
head. The touch was hot and dry, and the fingers quivered on the nomad's skin like the feet of an insect. The intense,
zeal-maddened eyes gazed into Khardan's, and such was the strength and power of the soul within the priest's frail
body that the Calif felt himself shrinking and shriveling beneath the fiery sun blazing above him.

"This man has been sent to us, my brethren, to show us the overwhelming difficulties we will face when we go out into
the world. But we will surmount them." The fingers stroked Khardan with hypnotic sensuality. The candlelight, the
pain, the noise, the smell of the incense, began to cause everything in his sight to swirl around him. He found afocal
point only in the eyes of the priest. "Who is the One, True
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God, kafirl Name him, bow to him, and your people are freed!"
The fingers soothed and caressed. Feisal was certain of triumph, certain of his own power and the power of his God.

The soldier-priests held their breath in awe, awaiting another miracle. Had they not seen, countless times, the Imam
lead one poor benighted soul after another into the light?



Khardan had only to speak Quar's name. He held the life of his God in his hands. The Calif shut his eyes, praying for
courage. He knew that—by speaking the next words—he doomed himself, doomed his people. But he would save
Akhran.

"I know nothing of One, True God, Imam," he gasped, the words bursting past a barrier erected by Feisal's stroking
fingers. "1 know only my God. The God of my people, Hazrat Akhran. With our dying breath, we will honor his name!"

The fingers on his face grew cold to the touch. The eyes stared down at him not with fury but with sorrow and
disappointment. "Give me aknife!" Feisal said softly, holding out his hand to his priests. "Death will close this man's
mortal eyes and open those of his soul. Hold him fast, that | may do this swiftly and cause him no undue suffering.”
The soldier-priests gripped Khardan's arms. One tilted back his head, exposing his throat.

Khardan did not fight. It was useless. He could only pray, with his last conscious thought, that Zohra would succeed
where he had failed. ...

"Give me aknife," Feisa repeated.

"Here, My Lord," said avoice, and the body of the Imam suddenly jerked and went rigid, the eyes opened wide in
astonishment.

Auda yanked his blade free. He raised his hand to strike again, when Feisal wheeled and faced him. An expanding
stain of blood was spreading across the back of the priest's robes.

"Y ou would murder me?' he said, staring at Auda, not so much in anger and fear, but in true amazement.

"Thefirst blow | struck wasfor Catalus," said Auda coolly. "This| strike in the name of Zhakrin." The silver dagger,
the hilt decorated with a severed snake, flashed in the
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light of the candles on the dtar of Quar and plunged into the breast of the Imam.

Feisd did not scream or try to dodge the blow. FHinging wide hisarms, he received the deadly blade into
his body with akind of ecstasy. The dagger's hilt protruded from hisflesh. Clutching at it, the Imam
staggered and lifted his eyesto heaven. Prayerfully holding up his hands—crimson with hisown
blood—Feisal tried desperately to spesk.

"Quar!" He choked and pitched forward acrossthe dtar, faling in hislast prostration to his God.

Paralyzed with shock and horror, the soldier-priests stared at the body of their leader. It seemed
impossible that he could die and they waited for him to stand, they waited for amiracle. Y anking the
black medallion from around his neck, Audatossed it upon the corpse—then, darting forward, the
Pdadin caught hold of Khardan. He managed to drag the nomad from his captors nerveless grip and
propel him, stumbling, toward the door in the wall before the fury hit.

"They have dain the Imam! The Imam isdead!" Thewail wasterribleto hear, risng to ashriek of insane
rage asthey redlized their miracle was not forthcoming. "Kill them!™ came one cry. "No," cried others,
"capturethem dive! Savethem for the torturer!” And still another cry, "Slay the prisoners! The blood of
the kafir to pay for hisl Say them now! Do not wait for morning!”

A sword flashed in front of Khardan. Smashing itswielder in the face, the Calif grabbed the blade from
the man's hand, drove it into the body, and ran past without looking to see his enemy fal. The door stood
gar. The path to it was clear. No one had thought to block it.

"Nomead! Behind you!" cameahollow cry.

Khardan turned, knocked aside a sword-thrust in time to see the Paladin sinking to the floor, one



soldier-priest driving asword into his back, another into hisside.

Y dling wildly, Khardan dashed at the priests, killing both of them. Others, undaunted, longing to martyr
themselves and die with their Imam, ignored the danger of hisflashing blade and hurled themsalves at him.
Grabbing hold
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of Auda, hacking to the left and the right, Khardan dragged the wounded man to hisfest.

The Cdlif saw out of the corner of hiseye apriest raise aknife. He held it poised to throw, but it was
knocked from his hand by another, who howled, "Do not kill them! The executioner must make them
pay! A thousand days and nightsthey will live with their agony! Capture them divel™

Savage faces loomed near Khardan. He heard blades whistle, saw them flash, and beat them off,
thrusting and kicking, clawing and fighting hisway inch by inch toward the tunnel door. One hand kept
hold of the Paladin, and he did his best to try to protect Auda, but he could not be on al sidesat once,
and he heard another groan escape the man'slips, felt the body shudder.

"Sond!" cried Khardan desperately, though he knew the djinn could not enter the Temple.

"Sond!" Fire spread dong Khardan's upper arm and tore through his shoulder blade. But he was at the
tunnel door, and he had made it to safety.

Then it wasthat he redlized, in despair, that he had no idea how to shut the door. Khardan turned at the
entrance, intent on forcing them to kill him or be killed, when ahuge hand caught hold of him and plucked
him through the opening.

Sond flung Khardan into the tunnel. Reaching back inside, the djinn grabbed Auda and dragged him into
the tunnd.

"Now?' grunted Rga.
"Now!" yedlled Sond.

The gigantic djinn thrust the stone door shut with a shove of his powerful hands. A screech of protest and
agrinding, snapping sound indicated that the mechanism had been rendered useless. They could hear
heavy blows being rained on the door from the other side.

"How long can you hold it?" Khardan gasped for bresth.

"Ten thousand years, if my master desires” Rgja boasted, grinning broadly.
"Tenminuteswill be sufficient,” bresthed Khardan, and groaned in pain.
"Youarehurt, sidi,” said Sond solicitoudy, bending over the Calif.
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"No time for that now!" Khardan shoved the djinn away from him and staggered to hisfeet. "They're going to murder
our people! Did you hear? | must reach them and—" Do what against that raging mob? "1 must reach them," he added
with the sullenness of despair. "Go to the tunnel entrance and deal with any guards who come!" "Yes, sidi," and Sond
vanished.



Khardan turned to Auda, who was sitting where Sond had left him, his back propped up against the tunnel wall. The
front of the Paladin's robes was covered with blood. He held his hand over awound in his side, the fingers glistening
wetly in the torchlight. Khardan knelt beside him. "Come, quickly! They'll be sending guards—"

Auda nodded wearily. "Y es, they will be sending guards. Y ou must hurry."

"Come on!" said Khardan stubbornly. "Y ou could have saved yourself. Y ou risked your life to save me. Vow or no
vow, | owe you—" Putting his arm around the Paladin's back, the Calif felt blood instantly soak his sleeve.

Understanding, Khardan slowly stood up.

"I can go no farther,” Audasaid. "Leave me, nomad. Y ou owe me nothing. Y ou must save"—he coughed, atrickle of
red ran from his mouth—"your people."

Khardan hesitated.

"Go on!" The Paladin frowned. "Why do you stay? Our oath is dissolved."

"No man should die alone," Khardan said.

Audaibn Jad looked up at him and smiled. "I am not alone. My God is with me."

His eyes closed, he sank back against the wall—whether dead or fainted, Khardan could not tell. He looked at the
Paladin, his thoughts a confusion of grief and loss mixed with the knowledge that, by rights, he was doing wrong to

mourn the death of this evil man. This man who had given hislifefor his.

The Calif turned to Raja, who stood with his back against the door, his arms folded across his chest, as unmovable and
implacable as if amountain had been dropped across the tunnel. "Seeto it that they do not take him aive," Khardan

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN 327

commanded. "Then come as soon as you judge you can safely leave. | will have need of you."

"Yes, sidi," said Raja, hisface grim. His hand closed over the hilt of his scimitar.

Turning, with afinal puzzled, unhappy glance at the seemingly unconscious Paladin, the Calif ran down the tunnel.

Audaibn Jad opened his eyes and gazed after the nomad. "Many fine sons. . ."the Paladin said softly, and died.
f

Chapter 10

The young men of the-nomad tribes came from their cellsin the Zindan, blinking dazedly at their
unexpected freedom. Their eyes then widened in astonishment at seeing their mothers and sters and
wives crowding into the small blockhouse. There was amoment'sjoy that faded at the sound of the
mob—adread baying at the sllver moon, which shone brightly asthe sunin the black sky, asif the
Gods—unwilling to miss the sight—had turned awatch light upon this grim scene.

"Fed], go see what has happened,” Zohracommanded. The djinn fled in obedience, and the Princess of
the Hrana nervoudy twisted and tugged at the rings upon her fingers as she waited in fear and impatience
for hisreturn. Degp within she knew the cause, she knew the reason the voices howled in fury and wailed
in grief. But shewaited stolidly for the djinn and prayed to Akhran with every heartbegt that she was
wrong.

"Princess!" cried the Fedj, appearing with abang that shook the cell block. "The Imam is dead!
Murdered!"

"Dead!" No cheers from those gathered together. Only pale faces and frightened eyes. They knew what



this meant for them. Mothers clasped their aramstightly around their babes, brothers caught hold of
sgters, hushands grasped their wives.

Fedj spokethelr fearsaoud. "Feisd was natedin
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Quar's Temple, and now his soldier-priests come to wresk their vengeance upon our people.”
"Thosewho didit," said Zohrain athin, tight voice. "Whet of them?"

"The mob will be herein moments, Princess!” Fedj said urgently, swest glistening on hisface. "We must
prepare to defend—"

"What of those who murdered the Imam?' Zohraperssted coldly.

Fedj sighed and shook his head. He had not wanted to speak this news. "The priests cry to the mob that
the two men responsible were captured and . . . dain.”

"Ah!" Theknifethat dew Feisal might have entered Mathew's heart. Clutching his hands together, he
sared pleadingly at the djinn asif to beg the immorta to take back hiswords.

Zohrafdt something within her die, something she had not known lived until now, when it wastoo late.
Her first thought was awish to die, too, rather than face the terror that she knew was coming. So proud
of her courage, the Princess of the Hrana was as frightened and lost as the newborn lamb standing,
bleating, in the darkness besi de the wolf-ravaged body of its protector.

Princess of Hrana.
Heisdead, and now | am responsible for the people.

The knowledge rose out of the emptinesswithin her. Already Zohra could hear pounding footsteps. The
prison guard had been derted to the mob's coming. There would be confusion among the guards,
perhaps even panic, for amob might not take the time to distinguish between jailed and jailer before it
tore them to shreds.

"People of Akhran, hear me!" Zohraraised her voice, and itstimbre of courage, darkened with grief,
made her people attentive. "The mob comesto murder usin the name of Quar. Thereis hope, but only if
wethink and act as one. Men, your women hold your livesin their hands. Thisisatime for magic, not
swords, if indeed you had swords. Listen to your women, follow their ingtructions. Y our lives and the
lives of those you hold dear rest on this!”

She caught hold of Mathew and thrust the young man
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forward. His veil had come loose from his head; the red hair blazed like flame in the torchlight. Clad still in women's
clothes, he might have been aludicrous sight but that his own bitter loss and sense of responsibility as great as
Zohras gave him adignity and power that made many regard him with awed reverence.

"From this moment on, Mat-hew—a mighty sorcerer in hisland—is your leader. He comes to you in"—she drew a
shaking breath but spoke without faltering—"Khardan's name. Obey him as you would the Calif. Fedj, Usti." She
summoned the djinn. "Go see to the opening of the gate.”

The djinn bowed low to her, and this alone impressed many of the doubtful.



Fearful that she could say no more without breaking down and revealing how weak and frightened she really was,
Zohraturned and walked rapidly out of the blockhouse into the compound. She had seen the men frowning with
displeasure, but she had no time to spare for argument and persuasion. Behind her, she could hear the voices of the
women explaining— or attempting to—in hurried, broken whispers. The men would go aong with them, she hoped
and prayed. At this moment they had no choice They had no weapons except for what a few had managed to wrest
from the cell-block guards. Once the magic started, Zohra hoped, they would see it work and so do what was needed.

She heard Mathew spesk afew words to the women. Not many— there wasn't time for many, and they knew already
what they had to do. The screams and yells of the mob were getting closer. Looking out past the tall gates, Zohra
could see the lights of their torches reflected against the sky. The commandant was up on the battlements, racing first
to one end, then the other, shouting conflicting orders that sent his men scurrying about in aimless confusion.
Occasionaly, regretting the loss of his own private plans of savagery, the commandant was seen to shake hisfist at
the approaching mob. But for al that, Zohra knew he would open the gates to them.

Wewill be ready. Pray Akhran, pray Sul, pray that strange God of Mat-hew's that this works!
The women flowed out of the prison, shapelessformsin
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their robes and veils, moving silently on dippered feet. Their men and boys, those few there were, came after them.
Grim, defiant, doubtful, they obeyed their Princess more because they were in the habit of following those in command
than because they understood or agreed with her. The nomads had survived through long centuries by granting
obedience to their Sheykhs. In their Princess the people saw the authority they were accustomed to obeying.

A touch on Zohra's arm caused her to turn her head. Mathew had come up unheard to stand beside her. The young
wizard was very pale, and there were smudges of darkness beneath the eyes, but he appeared calm and quietly
confident. He and Zohra exchanged one elogquent |ook—a sharing of inner, wrenching pain, and that was all. There
was time for nothing more. They separated, Zohra going to her place in the center of the women, who were separating
themselves into rows as Mathew had instructed. The sorcerer took his place at their head.

Gathering her children and her menfolk around her, each woman knelt upon the ground of the prison compound.
Before each stood a precious cup of water that had been saved from the evening meal. Hands fumbled here and there,
drawing out the parchments each had spent the afternoon laboriously copying, the words written crudely with the
only ink they had—their own blood. The guards had been amused at this undertaking, not understanding it and
making rude jokes about the kafir writing their death testaments.

Each women held the parchment above the cup as Mathew had taught them. All tried to concentrate, to shut out the
sounds of approaching horrors, but it was difficult, and for some, impossible. A muffled sob and the soothing murmur
of one woman comforting asister and bidding her regain her courage came to Mathew's ears. He, too, heard Death—in
hideous aspect—drawing near and wondered at his own lack of fear.

He knew the answer. He was sheltered, once again, in the comforting arms of Sul.

His own cup of water standing before him, Mathew began to chant the words of the spell. He chanted loudly, so that
the women could hear him and remember the difficult pronuncia-
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tion. He chanted loudly, so that his calm voice might help obliterate that of the shrieking soldier-priests bearing down
on them.

He heard the women repeat the words after him, slowly and faltering at first, then more loudly as they gained
confidence.

Mathew sang the chant three times, and at the third recitation the words on his parchment began to writhe and crawl
and tumbled off into the water. He could tell, by the sudden catching in the throats of those who followed him, that the
same phenomenon was happening to at least most of the women in the compound. There would be some, to be sure,
who would fail; but Mathew was counting upon the likelihood that the numbers who would succeed would be such
that the fog would enshroud them all and allow them to dlip through their enemies unharmed.



The words tumbled into the cup, the water began to bubble and boil, and men, slowly, a sinuous cloud drifted upward.
Mathew looked out across the compound. The sound of cheering and of thudding feet breaking into arun told him
that the mob had come within sight of the prison. The young wizard did not turn around but continued to face his
people and chant—as much to keep their minds occupied with the soothing flow of words as to continue to work the
spell. For now he could see hundreds of tendrils of mist rising into the air. He heard the men's deep-voiced murmurings
of awe and dread mingle with the delighted cries of small children who, not comprehending their danger, were
enchanted by the magic their mothers were performing.

The fog spiraled up from Mathew's cup and encircled him, beginning at his feet and writhing and twisting about him
like afriendly snake.

It was doing the same with the women, surrounding them and those who were near them, drawing them into Sul's
protective coils. It muffled sound, flattened out and rendered harmless the terrifying shouts of the mob. The nomads
lost their fear and gathered together, and the fog grew thicker and more dense around them.

The misty cloud was swelling and spreading with a rapidity that astonished Mathew. He had thought they would be
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fortunate if it envel oped each woman and those she kept near her. But the mist—shining an eerie white in the
moonlight— was wafting and drifting through the compound with what Mathew could have sworn was some type of
intent purpose, as though it sought something and would not be satisfied until it had gained its goal .

A sharp thorn of doubt pricked Mathew's satisfaction. He saw the warning again, printed clearly inred ink in the
book. Large numbers of magi should never resort to the use of this spell except in the most dire circumstances. And
suddenly he remembered words that followed, words that had seemed irrelevant, aimost laughable, in his land:

Make certain there is a plenteous source of water.

Mathew understood. He knew what he had created, he knew why the warning had been given. He foresaw clearly and
with horror what must happen, but there was no way he could stop it.

The magical mist crept over the ground—delicate white arms with thin, long, curling fingers, guided by a searching,
central intelligence. Some of the prison guards had taken to their heels. Others had leapt from the wall and were
striving to push open the gates that, for some reason, wouldn't budge (not with the bulk of an invisible Usti planted
against them). Their commandant stood on the battlements above them, alternately berating his guards for their
slowness and pompously shouting out to the mob that he was in charge here.

The mab, led by the soldier-priests, ignored him. They stormed the walls, those at the front being crushed against the
stone by those surging forward in the rear, and began flinging themselves at the wooden gates in an effort to force
them open.

The commandant, till shouting, was beginning to get the dim impression that no one was listening to him and that he
might want to consider removing himself from this area, when a panicked cry from one of his guards caused him to turn
around and stare into the compound with bulging eyes.

His prisoners were gone! Vanished in acloud that had seemingly fallen from heaven and swallowed them up. The
commandant couldn't believe it. He stared into the writhing, shifting mist, but he could neither see nor hear any signs
of
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life. The commandant's fat body shook until his teeth rattled in his head. There was no doubt in his mind that the God
of these people had come to their rescue, and al knew Akhran to be avengeful, wrathful deity. The mob was till
hurling itself against the gates; the wooden doors were starting to splinter and crack from the combined weight of
hundreds pressed against them.

The guards in the compound gazed fearfully at the mist whose delicate fingers seemed to be reaching for them. Usti
and Fedj, nearly asterrified of Sul's magic as the guards, had abandoned their posts and were staring at each other
helplessly. Frantically the guards sought to unlatch the gates and push them open—a crowd of humans held no



terrors for them compared to this accursed fog. But the pressure on the gates from the mob pushing in the opposite
direction held them firmly shut. The guards could not escape and could only watch, in tongue-tied horror, the first
tendrils curl about their feet.

Their screams split through the voice of the mob like awhistling sword blade, so awful that even the most fanatical of
those clamoring for blood beyond the prison walls hushed and listened.

The commandant, atop the wall, saw the fog curl around the legs and trunks of his screaming men, saw them wrapped
in clutching fingers of shimmering white. He saw the mist boil and writhe. The screams ended, dying to dry whispers.
Thefog lifted and continued on, rising thicker than before.

On the ground in front of the gates lay several piles of dust.

A plenteous source of water!

One wizard caststhis spell in aland of deep wells and moist air and travels safely within his cloud, the spell drawing
the water from all around it. Many wizards cast the spell together, and the same thing occurs, except that the power is
so much greater, the spell so much stronger, that it demands more water to sustain it. A land of lush vegetation, of
gigantic trees and green grass and thick foliage, aland of running streams and raging rivers, aland of rain and
snow—the spell has all the water it needs.
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But cast the spell in an arid land, aland of sand and rock, where water is measured in precious drops, and the spell
thirsts and becomes desperate to maintain itself, sucking life from what sourcesit can find.

Mathew saw the guards fall, he heard their screams. He saw the commandant race back and forth acrossthewall in a
frenzy of terror, trying to avoid the clutching fingers of the migt, falling victim to them at last with afrightful, gurgling
wail. Mathew watched the magic drain what small amount of water there was in the wood of the gate, saw the beams
wither and wilt. He heard the joyous shouts of the mob change to cries of amazement, and he heard the first wails of
those tangled in the mists, the awful screams as they felt their lives being sucked from their bodies.

He, who had agonized over killing one, would now be responsible for the deaths of hundreds!

Zohrawas beside him, grabbing hold of him.

"Mat-hew!" Her eyes glistened through the fog. "We have doneit! They run before us!"

She didn't know. She had not seen, or if she had, she didn't comprehend. Or maybe she didn't care. After all, Mathew
tried to force himself to remember, the mob had intended a death for her people as horrible as that to which they
themselves were falling victim. He had to think of that, concentrate on that, or go mad.

Zohraled her people forth. Surrounded by the magic, moving slowly that they might not outrun the mist, the nomads

walked calmly through the withered prison gates, trampled the dust of their enemies beneath their feet. The fog,
growing stronger asit fed, billowed around them—a silvery, lethal cloud rolling down the streets of the city of Kich.

] Chapter 11
Y

Hearing no warning from Sond that the tunnel exit was guarded, Khardan sprang incautioudy through the
open door into the Amir's pleasure garden. The Cdlif was brought up short by asoldier clad in helm and
armor, anaked sword blade gleaming brightly in the moonlight. Casting a bitter, reproachful glance at the
djinn, who was standing nearby, Khardan raised his bloodstained weapon to attack.

"Sdi," Sondsad quietly, "itisyour brother.”
Khardan, lowering the sword, stared.

Sowly the young man removed the helm and let it fall to the paving stone, where it clattered and rolled



beneath a bush. Without the helm, which had hidden the face, Khardan could recognize the features of
his half brother, but that was asfar as recognition went. In al other agpects, thistall, battle-scarred young
warrior was astranger to the Cdlif.

And though Achmed had dropped hishelm, he held his sword poised and ready.

"I knew it had to be you," he said in atoneless voice, his eyes dark shadowsin the paeface. "I knew
when | heard mat the Imam had been dain that it was you who did it, and | knew whereto find you. The
other guardsran to the Temple, but | knew—"

"Achmed," said Khardan, attempting to moisten dry lips
336
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with atongue nearly asdry, "the priests have gone to murder our people!™
The young soldier nodded. "Yes," he said, and no more.

Khardan could hear angry shouts and the clashing of weapons. He shot aswift glance at Sond, who
shrugged his shoulders hdplessly asif to beg, "I will gladly obey you, sidi, but what would you have me
do?'

| could send the djinn againgt the mob, Khardan thought franticaly, but it would take an army of ‘efreets
to stop those fanatics. He could order Sond to transport him, take him away from this place. But what
about his brother? Achmed was one of his people, no lessimportant. Must helose him forever,
completely?

"Comewith me" Khardan held out ahand. "Wewill fight—"

"No!" Achmed stared at the outstretched hand, and Khardan saw that it was covered with blood. His
own, Audas, the Imam's.. . . The young soldier'swords echoed hollowly in histhroat. "No!" he
repeated, and though the night air was cool, Khardan saw sweat glisten on his brother's face. Achmed
glanced behind him, toward the prison, though nothing could be seen of it beyond the tall walls of the
palace. There was horror in his eyes now, and it was obvious he was seeing not the present, but the past.
"Thereisnothing you can do! Nothing | can do! Nothing!"

"Achmed," Khardan said desperately, "your mother isin that camp!”

"Maybe." The young man tried to shrug, though his face was strained, and as the howls of the mob grew
louder and more savage, the swest trickled down his cheekbones. "Maybe sheis dead dready. | haven't
seen her or heard from her for months.”

"Very wdl, then, brother,” Khardan said coldly, "1 am leaving. If you want to stop me, you had better be
prepared to kill me, for that isthe only way—"

The horror-darkened eyes turned to him, and dowly the nightmare vision receded. Once again they were
cool and impassive. Achmed fdl into afighting stance. Khardan did the same, pain shooting through the
wounded shoulder that was aready tiffening. It would not be an even match. The
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Cdif fdt his strength flag. The only thing keeping him going was fear for his people, and that was more an
impediment than agoad, for hefelt his mind distracted. He could not concentrate. He could not help
letting his gaze dart toward the area of the prison, and thus he nearly missed his brother'sfirst lunge.
Moonlight flashing on the blade, atimely dip of Achmed's foot on loose rock, and the reaction of the
appalled djinn, who leaped between the two, saved Khardan.

"Sidi! You are brothers!" gasped Sond, grabbing the bare blades of both scimitar and sword in his
crushing hands and holding them apart. "'In the name of the God—"

"Don't preach to me of the Gods! | have seen what has been done in the name of the Gods!™ Achmed
cried furioudy, trying to wrench hiswesgpon free. He might aswell have tried to pull the raw ore out of
the mountain where it was forged. "There are no Gods. They are only an excuse for man's ambition!™

"Then how do you explain Sond? Animmorta?" shouted Khardan angrily. He co'uld tdll by the sound
that the mob had reached the prison.

"Sond deludes himsdlf into believing heismortd,” Achmed returned. "L ook, he bleedd" It wastrue;
blood rolled down the djinn's arms from where the blades bit deep into his ethered flesh. "Just aswe
mortals have deluded oursdvesthat immorta beingsexist!"

Khardan was finished. Stepping back, he rel eased the handle of the sword, and it fel from the djinn's
bloodied hand. " Sond, take me to—"

An explosion shook the ground; a blast of air whooshed from the tunnel, followed by arumble and
another blagt of flying rock and debris. Coughing and choking, both brothers peered through clouds of
dust to the tunnel entrance to see Rgjaemerge from the ruin, covered with dirt and rubbing hishandsin
stifaction.

"Y ou need not fear pursuit from that direction, sidi,” said the djinn, bowing to Khardan. "And,” Rga
added, more gravely and solemnly, "it isafitting tomb for the one who lieswithin. Only Death will be able
to find him now."

"May his God be with him," Khardan responded, subdued. He did not look at Achmed, but—turning his
back on the young man, making himself atarget if his brother chose—he
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bent down to pick up his sword. "Sond, you and Rgja come with me—"

He ceased speaking, lifting his head to hear more clearly. The sound of the mob had changed—no longer
threatening, but threatened.

"What isit?" asked Khardan, puzzled.
"Great magicisbeingworked, sidi," said Sondinawe. "It isasif Sul himsdf had entered thiscity!”

Hope dive within him, Khardan ran down the pathway through the garden, heading for the opening in the
wall. He had not waited for his brother, detected no footsteps behind him for long moments, and
then—to his vast but unspoken relief—he heard booted feet pounding after him.



"Thisway," said Achmed when Khardan, in his excitement and confusion in the moonlit garden, would
have taken the wrong path.

Together they reached the place where the thombush mounted on adiding platform could be moved
asde and the diding pane inthe wal reveded. To Khardan's astonishment and consternation, the hole
gaped open. He could have sworn that the blind beggar had closed it behind them when he and Auda
had entered. Warily, the Calif dowed his pace. Achmed bounded ahead, however, and was out into the
street, motioning Khardan to follow.

"Theway isclear, sidi," said Sond, growing thirty feet in height and peering over thewall. "The dtreet is
empty except for the beggar.”

"Wheat of the prison?' Khardan demanded, when he had emerged to stand beside the old man, who sat
cross-legged and relaxed, in the street.

"Itiscovered with . . . with abillowing mig, sidi,” said Sond, his eyes huge with wonder. "1 have never
seen anything likethisin dl my centuries!”

"Nor will you, ever again!" cackled the beggar.

Khardan started off at arun, but ahand caught hold of histunic and yanked him backward with such
forcethat he nearly logt hisfooting. Turning in anger, thinking it was Achmed, the Cdlif found himself
garing down into the milk white eyesthat glistened with aterrible brilliance in the moonlight. A
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"It will be your death if you approach, for though the magic saves those within, it is killing those without. Look! Look!
It comes!”

How the blind eyes saw it, Khardan was never to know, but at the end of the street, winding among the shuttered
stalls of the bazaars, long white tendrils crept over the paving stone, licking thirstily at whatever they touched. Stalls
fell with a crash, the wood sucked dry of what small moisture was within. A man, darting out into the street to see what
was happening, was caught in the silvery white hands, the water of his body wrung from him as though he were a
piece of clothing on wash day. The fog moved past, |eaving behind a heap of dust that only moments before had been
living flesh and blood.

Khardan began to back up, his eyesfixed on the approaching, curling mists with awe and horror. "We must run!"
"Thereisno escape,” said the blind beggar with a peculiar satisfaction, "except for those sheltered behind stone walls.
And for those whose hearts are one with those wielding the magic. Quick, sit beside me!" The old man tugged
peremptorily on Khardan. " Sit beside me and bring to your lips the name of someonein your heart, someone who
moves safely through that mist and thinks of you!"

"Sond, is heright?' questioned Khardan, unable to take his eyes from the drifting, deadly fog.

"I think it isyour only hope, sidi,” sid the djinn. "I can do nothing. Thisis Sul'swork." He glanced uneasily at a
wide-eyed Raja, who gulped and nodded. "In fact, we are going to leave you for the moment, sidi. We will return when
Sul isgone!"

"Sond!" Khardan cried in fear and exasperation, but the djinn had vanished.

"Quickly! the old man cried, dragging the nomad down.

The fog was almost upon him. Khardan saw Achmed, squatting beside the old man. His brother's face was livid.

"The name!" the beggar insisted shrilly. " Speak aname,
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if one existsin your heart, and pray that sheisthinking of you!"

Khardan licked his parched lips. "Zohra," he murmured. The mist, asif catching sight of the moisture-laden bodies,
bounded toward him. "Zohral" he repeated, and involuntarily shut his eyes, unable to watch. He could hear the old
man muttering Zohra's name, too, and recalled—uwith a start— how the beggar had demanded that name in payment for
opening the wall. Near him, Achmed was whispering his mother's name with a sob in his throat.

A chill as of acavern dug deep in the earth clutched the nomad's ankles, freezing the very marrow of his bones. The
pain was intense, and it was all he could do to keep from screaming. Feverishly, he repeated the name over and over
and with it an image of Zohra cameto his eyes, the faint smell of jasmine to his nostrils. He saw her riding her horse
through the desert, the wind tearing off the headcloth, blowing the black hair behind her—a proud, triumphant banner.
He saw her on their bridal bed, the knife in her hands, her eyes gleaming with triumph, and he felt the touch of her
fingers, light and delicate, healing the wound in his flesh she herself had inflicted.

"Itispassing," said the beggar, with a deep sigh.

Khardan opened his eyes, stared around to see the mist retreating, being sucked back down the street asif by a
massive intake of breath. An ominous quiet settled over the city.

"Y our people are safe, man who smells of horse and death,” said the beggar, his toothless mouth ablack dlit in his
skull-like head. "They have passed through the gate and are out in the plains. And there are none left alive to follow."

Despite his thankfulness, the Calif could not help but shudder. The night wind rose, and he saw with a start a cloud
drifting up into the night air. It was not fog. It was a cloud of dust—a dreadful, oily kind of dust. Shivering, Khardan
stood up and glanced back down at the beggar.

"I must go to them. Will it be safe?"

"Once they understand that they are free, the magic will begin to dissipate. Yes, it will be safe.”

Khardan turned to Achmed. "Will you go with me, brother? Will you come home?"
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"Thisismy home," said Achmed, standing and facing Khardan. "All | loveis here."

Khardan's gaze shifted, almost as if drawn, to the solitary light in the palace. He could see the silhouette of a man—
arms folded—standing at the window, staring—where? Down at them? Out over hisravaged city?

"This means war, you know that," Achmed continued, following Khardan's gaze. "The Amir can't let you get away
with this."

"Yes," Khardan agreed absently, his mind too much occupied with the present to consider the future. "'l suppose it
does."

"Wewill meet on the field, then. Farewell, Calif." Achmed's voice was cold and formal. He turned to make his way back
through the opening in the wall.

"Farewell, brother. May Akhran be with you," said Khardan quietly. "1 will bring news of you to your mother."

The armored back, stiffened, the body flinched. For a moment Achmed halted. Then, straightening his shoulders he
passed through the wall without another word. The stone wall ground to a close behind him.

"You'd best hurry, nomad," said the beggar. "The soldier-priests are dead, but there are still many alive in this town
who, when the shock is past, will be crying for your head."

"First | would ask who you are, father," said Khardan, staring intently at the old man.

"A humble beggar, nothing more!l" Curling up like amongrel dog, the old man lay down upon aragged blanket,
pressing his back against the stone walls to garner some of the lingering warmth left behind by the heat of the day.
"Now get you gone, nomad!"

The beggar shut his eyes, wriggled his body into a more comfortable position, and a rasping snore rattled in his lungs.



Hisfear for his people gone, Khardan felt a great weariness come over him. His shoulder burned with pain, his arm had
stiffened beyond use. Every move seemed an effort, and he dragged himself through the moonlit streets, keeping his
hand over his mouth to avoid inhaling the horrid dust that stung his eyes and coated his skin with a greasy feel. The
city of Kich appeared to have fallen victim to a marauding army—an
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army that attacked wood and water and plant and humans and left stone alone. Sick and wounded, he stared at the
devastation in dazed disbelief, and his brother's words sank home. Y es, this would mean war.

Reaching the place where he had left the horses, Khardan saw only large piles of dust. The last of his strength was
draining fast, and he knew he could not go far on foot. Grief for the gallant animal that had carried him to glory and
ignominious defeat wrung his heart, when he heard a shrill whinny that nearly deafened him. Hastening forward, hope
giving him strength, he found all four horses alive and well and dancing with impatience to leave this awful place.

Curled up in one of the stalls, shivering with fear, was the young boy the Calif had set to watch them.
"Ah, sidil" He sprang to his feet when he saw Khardan. "The cloud of death! Did you see it?'

"Yes," said Khardan, letting his horse nuzzle and sniff and snort at the strange smells, including that of his own blood.
"l saw. Did it come here?'

Useless to ask, seeing the mounds of dust beneath camel blankets, smaller mounds that had once been donkeys, and
even mounds that had once been—he didn't like to think.

"It came and they . . . they all died!" The boy spoke dreamily, in shock. "All but me! It wasthe horses, sidil | swear,
they saved my lifel" The boy buried his head in the stallion's flank. "Thank you, noble one! Thank you!" he sobbed.

"They know in their hearts those who care for them," said Khardan, rubbing the boy's head fondly. "As do we all," he
murmured with asmile. "As do we all. Now go home to whoever caresfor you, young man!"

Jumping onto the animal's back, the Calif guided the horse from its stall, the others following obediently behind. And
here were the djinn to help him. Together they rode out of the city of Kich, galloping through the gates that stood
open, the gigantic wood posts withered and shrunken, the iron bands that had held them together fallen in aheap on
the dust-covered ground.

Chapter 12

Khardan returned to the Tel to find an army awaiting him. It was not the Amir's.
It wasthe Califs own.

The ride from Kich had been wild and joyous on the part of the spahis, reunited with their families.
Singing songs of praiseto Akhran, waving their bannershigh in theair, extolling the virtues of their
Prophet and Prophetess, the horsemen of the Akar, the shepherds of the Hrana, and the mehariste of
the Aran were united at last in glorious victory over their common foe. The only persons on that
uproarious, saber-dashing ride who were not drunk with triumph were the Prophet, Prophetess, and the
young man whom the nomads now called Marabout, aterm Mathew came to understands— with a
sgh—meant to them a sort of insane holy man.

Husband and wife met formally and spoke coolly when reunited, then turned and went their separate
ways. Wounded and exhausted, supported by the djinn, Khardan missed seeing the flash of joy that
illuminated and softened Zohra's hawk eyes. Zohra did not notice the pride and admiration in the eyes of
Khardan when he praised her for her courage and her skill in saving the people. A wall stood between
them that neither—it seemed—was willing or ableto scale. It had been built over months. Every stone
was an angry word, ade-
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meaning remark, a bitter moment. The mortar that held the wall intact was both centuries old and newly
mixed, compounded of blood, jealousy, and pride. What it would take to shatter the wall, neither knew,
though each lay awake during the cool, star-filled nights and pondered the matter long and hard.

That was not al each was being forced to confront within his or her own soul. Going to war with the
Amir when death was certain and the nomads had everything to gain and nothing to lose was one thing.
But going to war when their families were restored to them, when the nomads had everything to lose and
little to gain, was acompletely different matter. Y et Khardan knew he had no choice. Qannadi dare not
let this affront go unpunished. The Amir must exhibit, to those captive cities of Bas, what happensto
those who defy him. The only question in Khardan's mind was whether to gather hisforces, take the
initiative, and strike the city whileit wasin confusion, or to wait in the desert, build up his strength, force
his enemy to cometo him, and fight on his own ground. Both sides of the argument had its advantages
and disadvantages and occasioned the gloom and abstraction that hung over the Calif during theride
back tothe Tdl.

Zohrawas having her own problems. The sudden ability to see hersdf and to take pridein hersdf asa
woman was, a this early stage, uncomfortable and unsuited to her. Thus she kept herself adoof from the
other women during the ride, though they made no secret of the fact that they now accepted her as one
of themsalves and would have welcomed her to their group with pleasure. A few began to remark that
their Princess had not changed after al, but their disparaging words were cut short by Badia, who aone
thought she understood somewhat of the battle raging in the breast of her daughter-in-law. Thefight for
sdf-underganding is like fighting an enemy who never sandsin front of you but always attacks from the
rear, who is never seen clearly, who continualy jabs away at every weakness. Only the most fortunate
get the best of him.

Asfor Mathew, every time he shut his eyes, he saw again the people dying dl around him. He asked
himsdlf bluntly—as Khardan had asked him when the young wizard had killed
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Meryem—if he wanted to reverse die outcome and die a me hands of his enemies. But he knew that the
memory of those withering faces seen dimly through the fog would remain with himinto the next life, and
that mere hewould be held to account.

One by one, every fine precept in which Mathew had believed had been hacked up, dashed open, and
left to diein the sand of this harsh land. Mathew tried to bring his old, comfortable beliefs back to life, but
it was impossible even to summon their ghosts. Hewas so far changed from the boy who had walked the
forested, water-rich land of Aranthiathat he seemed to have split into another being. But what amazed
and truly confounded him during the long nights, when he had nothing to do but mink and sare a the
dars, was that he looked back on mat boy wistfully, sadly, but no longer with regret. Perhaps he wasn't a
better person, but he was awiser, more thoughtful one. He knew himsdlf to be truly one with every other
human, no matter how different in manners and gppearance, and he found an abiding sense of comfort in
mis knowledge.

The only question remaining to him was what hisfuture held. Mathew began to see the road he was
traveling nearing its end, and he knew in his heart he must soon be called to make achoice. The Amir
had mentioned ships sailing to the continent of Tirish Aranth. He could return to Aranthia, theland of his



birth, or remain in Tara-kan, the land of hisrebirth. Right now he had no ideawhat that choice would be.

The other members of the three tribes had no such besetting preoccupations. The three Sheykhs rode
sdeby sde at the front of their people and were the best of friends, the closest of cousins, me most
loving of brothers. Instead of attempting to riva each omer ininsults, they sought to outdo each omer in
flattery.

"It was because of the courage of the Hranathat our people escaped the prison,” said Mgjiid
expandvely, patting Jaafar on the shoulder with afriendly hand.

"But without mefortitude of the Akar, the courage of the Hranawould have been for naught,” said Jaefar,
leaning
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out—somewhat nervoudy—in his saddle to twitch at Mgjiid's robes, asign of respect.

"I may safely say," added Zeid from the height of his swift-moving camd, "that without the courage of the
Hranaand the fortitude of me Akar, me Aran would, at this moment, be feeding the jackas.”

"Ah," cried bom the other Sheykhs as one, "without the wisdom of the Aranit is we who would be
feeding thejackas"

And so on and so forth until the djinn rolled their eyes and Khardan became so disgusted with dl of them
that he took to riding at the end of theline.

Thusit wasthat me Sheykhs, and practically everyone esein dl three tribes, topped the crest of one of
the gigantic dunes overlooking the Tel and cameto ahdt, staring down in loudly exclaiming wonder, and
cdling for their Prophet.

Fearing, irrationdly, that Qannadi had somehow stolen amarch on him and wasin the Te waiting his
return, Khardan rode his horse a breakneck speed, driving the animal, foundering and diding, up to the
top of the dune.

Spread out before him in such numbersthat the floor of the desert now resembled avast city were tents
of every shape and description and sze—ranging from small ones designed for one man to rest through
the heat of the day, to othersfull seven poleslong. In addition, there seemed to havefdlen an
unseasonable and unusud rain during the time they were gone, for me oasiswas green and diriving.
Women crowded around me well, drawing water in plentiful supply. Children played and splashed in the
pools. Horses, camels, donkeys, and goats were tethered and hobbled near the water or roamed the
camp. Onthe Td itself the cacti known as the Rose of the Prophet was green and thriving, though as yet
no blossom appeared.

Thelir return had evidently been expected—agroup of riders were seen detaching themselves from the
camp and dashing madly toward the dune. In their handsthey carried bairag—triba flags—not
weapons. Khardan, along with the Sheykhs, rode down to meet them on the desert floor, leaving the
people on the dune to watch and speculate in tones of wonder.

348 WEISAND HICKMAN

"We seek oneknown asthe Prophet of Akhran," shouted a man clad in the uniform of a soldier of some unknown
army.

"1 am called the Prophet of Akhran," said Khardan, riding forward, hisfacedark and glowering. " Who areyou, and
who arethesewho camp around thewd| of the Akar?"



" Those who cometo do you honor, Prophet,” said the soldier, dipping hisflag to the ground asdid thosewho rode
with him. " We cometoridewith you into battle against the Amir of Kich!"

" But whereareyou from?" asked Khardan, so amazed mat hewouldn't have been at all surprised if theman had
answer ed modestly that he'd dropped from the moon.

" From Bagtineand Meda, from Ravenchai and the Great Steppes—everywherethe Emperor has placed the hed of his
boot on aman'sneck."

Seeing afamiliar face, Khardan gestured to an old man seated on an aged hor se—both man and beast had outlived
several generations of offspring. " Abdullah, come forward."

The aksakal, oneof thetribal eldersof the Akar, rode hisancient beast up to theline of Sheykhs. Mindful of whereit
wasand who it carried, the horsekept itsneck arched proudly and lifted itsrheumatic feet as high aspossible.

."What isthis, Abdullah?" Khardan asked theold man sternly. " You werein chargein our absence. Why haveyou
allowed this?"

"It isastheman says, O Prophet of our God," answered the aksakal, speaking with dignity. " They began arriving
almogt the day you left, and there hasbeen a steady flood of them ever snce. | wasminded at firs to turn them away,
but that night a storm struck such as| have never seen thistime of year. Thewater poured from the heavens. It
rained four days and four nights, and now the well isfilled, the pools are deep and coal, the desert blooms, and hereis
an army at hand. Should | be so mad asto throw the blessingsof Hazrat Akhran back in hisface?"

"No," said Khardan, troubled and wondering why hisheart was heavy when all burdens should belifting from him.
" No, you did right, Old One, and we are gr ateful.”

"Hail, Prophet of Akhran!" shouted the soldier, and the
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desert resounded with the cheers that came from the throats of the multitude.

They assisted Khardan from his horse and bore him on their shoulders with boisterous ceremony to the largest, most
luxurious tent in the camp. Zohra was no less honored, though she would have been, if she could have escaped.
Nothing would do but that she must be led on a pure white donkey to her own tent, hardly less magnificent than
Khardan's. Here she was greeted by women bearing costly silks and jewels, food and sweetmeats. Usti wasin a
rapturous state and refused to be parted from his"dear Prophetess’ no matter what threats she issued under her
breath.

Mathew, too, was given atent, though no one offered to carry him to it or dared touch him at all but stared at him as he
passed in silent, reverent awe. The Sheykhs were accorded the same honors as their children, and even Jaafar was
observed to look happy for the first time that anyone, including his own elderly and infirm mother, could remember.
Zeid suddenly recalled that he was uncle to both Prophet and Prophetess, though how this could be no one knew; but
all were pleased at any excuse to honor anyone, and the rotund Sheykh was granted his due.

As soon as Khardan was settled in his tent and had thought wearily of going to his bed, the people began to form
lines outside, demanding an audience with their Prophet. Khardan could not refuse and, one by one, they brought him
their problems, their needs, their wants, their requests, their suggestions, their demands, their gifts, their offerings,
their daughters, their good wishes, and their prayers. Meanwhile, in another tent, the Sheykhs and the djinn were
gleefully planning to go to war.

Chapter 13

The talk and celebration lasted far into the night. The noise of shouting, drunken laughter, and tramping, dancing feet
roared into awild cacophony that drove Mathew to seek the quiet and solitude of histent. Walking through the
crowded camp, his ears battered by noise, he found himself missing the sounds of the night desert—the incessant,
eerie song of the wind; the throaty growls of night animals about their business; the restless murmurings among the
horses catching scent of alion; the gentle reassurances of those who guarded the herds; the clicking of the palm
fronds.

How many nights, he wondered, had he lain in his tent and listened to those noisesin terror and loneliness, and hated
them? Now, in place of this hubbub of humanity, he longed for them back.



He passed Zohra's tent on the way to his and decided to enter and talk to her. She had been so silent and preoccupied
upon the journey, and he, too, had been taken up with his own thoughts and wonderings. They had not spoken more
than a handful of words since that awful, triumphant night in Kich. Peering into the open tent, he saw Zohra
surrounded by women—chattering and laughing and exclaiming over the latest gifts that came pouring in—perfume,
jewery, bolts of silk and wool, candied rose petas, daves, brass lamps enough
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to light a palace. Usti—hisfat face radiating warmth until it seemed them might douse the lamps and rely instead upon
the djinn—hovered about the Prophetess, accepting the gifts with unctuous gratitude, casting a critical eye upon
them, and then nearly driving his mistress wild by whispering in her ear how much each was really worth.

Mathew lingered, watching, unnoticed. The Princess Zohrathat he knew would have fled this perfumed prison, caught
her horse, and galloped away among the shifting dunes. The young wizard waited to seeif this would happen. His
thoughts touching her, Zohra raised her dark eyes and looked into his, and he saw there that very longing. But he saw
also resignation, enforced patience, rare self-discipline. His astonishment must have been visible, for aflush deepened
therose in her complexion. She smiled arueful, twisted smile and shrugged dightly asif to say, "What else can | do? 1
am Prophetess of Akhran."

Mathew smiled back, bowed to the Prophetess, and left. And just as he missed the wind and the song and the lion's
growl, so did he miss the impetuous, unpredictable Princess.

Weary from the long ride, Mathew lay gratefully among his cushions. He was just wondering if it would be worth his
while to douse his chirak and hope sleep would come to him, when the tent flap opened suddenly. A dark figure, the
haik covering itsface, darted in. Avoiding the lamplight, it sank back swiftly into the shadows. Reminded
unreasonably of the Black Paladin, Mathew started up in aarm. But the figure raised an admonishing hand and,
drawing aside the facecloth, let his features be seen.

"It isonly Khardan," came atired voice.
"Only the Prophet," returned Mathew with a gentle, mocking smile.

Khardan groaned and threw himself down among the cushions. His handsome face was lined and brooding; dark
shadows could be seen beneath the eyes, and Mathew's smile gave way to true concern.

"Are you well? Does something pain you? Y our wound, perhaps?’
Khardan waved it all away with a gesture. "The wound is
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hedled. | had it attended to when | first rode into camp. How long ago was that? A week? It seemsa
year, athousand yeard" Sighing, he leaned back and closed hiseyes. "My tent isfilled with Sorytellers
and teadrinkers, gift bearers and would-be advisers, soldiers and dancing girls—all staring at me hungrily
asif | were some sort of stew that each could dip hisfingersin and take away apiece! | would have
ordered Sond to clear them out, but the djinn have vanished, disappeared again. So | pleaded nature's
cdll, threw on these old clothes, and came here”

A voice cdled from somewhere outside. " The Prophet? Have you seen the Prophet?

Khardan covered hisface asthe voice, now just outside Mathew's tent, asked permission to enter.
"Pardon, Marabout, for disturbing your rest. Have you seen the Prophet?’

"Hewaswaking in that direction," said Mathew, pointing straight at Khardan.

The nomad thanked Mm profusdly and shut the tent flap. They could hear hisfeet running off toward the
0asis.



"Thank you, Mat-hew." Khardan started to rise. Y ou were—as my tribesmen reminded me—going to
your rest. It isthe middle of the night. | am disturbing you."

"No, please!" Mathew caught hold of Khardan'sarm. "I couldn't deep, not with al the noise. Please
Say."

It did not take much persuasion to convince the Cdlif to return to his cushions, though thistime he lay
sideways on them, propped up on one ebow. His dark eyes, gazing intently at Mathew, glittered in the
lamplight.

"Will you do something for me.... if you are not too tired?" Khardan asked abruptly.
"Certainly, Prophet,” answered Mathew.

Khardan paused, frowning. Thiswas obvioudy a difficult thing he was abouit to ask, and he was il
mulling it over in hismind, uncertain whether or not to proceed.

His heart snging with joy, Mathew kept silent, fearing the song might cometo hislips. At last Khardan
nodded once, abruptly, to himsalf. He had, it seemed, made hisdecision.

"Y ou can use your magic to"—he coughed and cleared histhroai—"see into the future?”
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"Yes, Prophet.”

"Call meKhardan, please! | grow weary of that Me."
Mathew bowed.

"Then can you do so, now? Khardan pursued.

"Yes, of course. With pleasure, Pro—Khardan."

On hisariva Mathew had carefully unpacked and hidden in a safe place the precious magical objects he
had acquired during hisjourneys. One of these was abowl made of polished wood he had discovered in
the Hrana's camp in the foothills. Though Mathew had offered to trade a piece of jewdry for it, the
owner had been more than happy to present it as a gift, following the nomadic custom of offering aguest
anything in oné's dwelling he admires. (Which led to being very careful what one admired.)

Mathew brought the bowl forth from its place near his pillow, handling it lovingly, delighting in the smooth
fed of the wood that was arare thing in the desert. He set it down upon the tent floor between himself
and Khardan, pretending not to see the Califsfirst involuntary motion to draw away from it, the stiffening
of the body as he forced himsdlf to remain where he was.

Reaching for the girba that hung outside the tent to keep the water coal for drinking, Mathew filled the
bowl. Outside a voice had been raised in song in praise of the Prophet, reciting al hisvaorous acts.
Mathew lowered his head, seeming to be looking into the water. But he glanced through hislashes a
Khardan, who was listening with a certain amount of pleasure, yet a the sametime an dmost helpless
irritation.

Mathew began to spesk. "Thevisons| seein the bowl are not necessarily what will come to pass.”
Waiting for the ripples to fade from the water, the wizard made the stlandard warning as proscribed in his
texts. "They will indicate only what may happen should you continue to follow the path you now trod. It
might be wisdom to turn aside and try another path. It might be wisdom to keep to thisone. Sul givesno



answers. In many cases, Sul provides only more questions. It is up to you to ponder the vision and make
your decison.”

Staring dmost hypnotized at the water, Khardan nodded. His face had softened into awe, fear, and
eagerness. For both
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of them, the outside sounds had receded into the background. Mathew could hear his own breathing, the too-rapid
beating of his heart. Tearing his gaze away from Khardan, he focused on the water and, commanding himself to
concentrate, began the chant. He repeated it three times, and the images began to appear on the liquid's smooth
surface.

"I see two falcons, almost identical in appearance. Each falcon flies at the head of a huge flock of warlike birds. The
flocks meet and clash. Thereisfierce fighting and many of the birds fall, injured, dying."

Mathew was silent a moment, watching. "When the battle ends, one of the falconsis dead. The other rises higher and
higher in the sky until heis crowned with gold and wears a golden chain about his neck and many are the numbers of
birds who come and go at his command.”

Raising his head, sitting back on his heels, he looked at Khardan. "Thusis the vision of Sul."

The Calif scowled-, gesturing disgustedly at the water bowl. "Of what use isthis?' he demanded bluntly. "That much |
could have seen for myself looking into a cup of qumizl Therewill be abattle. One side will win, the other will lose!"
He sighed heavily, then—thinking he may have hurt Mathew's feelings—he cast him an apologetic glance. "l am
sorry." He put ahand at his shoulder, grimacing. "I am tired. ..."

"Andin pain!" said Mathew. "let me see to the wound while | interpret thisvision. It is not quite the clear crystal you
make of it, Khardan," he added, carefully concealing asmile.

Shaking his head, indicating awillingness to listen though obviously expecting nothing to come of it, Khardan
submitted to Mathew's gentle touch. Withdrawing the Califs robes, the young man revealed the wound, not healed,
but ragged-edged and inflamed.

"You did not have this attended,” Mathew said severely, dipping a cloth into the bowl of water. "Lie down, that | may
seeitinthelight.”

"There was no time," Khardan said impatiently, but he lay down, stretching himself on his stomach full length upon
the cushions, the lines of pain beginning to ease from his face at the touch of the cool cloth on hisfevered skin. "The
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women were exhausted from their use of their magic. 1 have taken wounds before. My flesh is clean and knitsrapidly."
"I will dowhat | can for it, but | am not skilled in the art of healing. Y ou should have Zohra treat it—"

Khardan flinched. Mathew had his hands on the crude bandage he was fashioning; he was not touching the wound,
there was no way he could have hurt the man, and he wondered at the Califs reaction. Then Mathew understood. He
had not touched the wound inflicted by steel, but another that had struck much nearer the heart.

Resting prone, on his stomach, Khardan stared straight ahead. Though it could not be seen, Zohra's tent stood in the
direction of hisfrowning gaze. "Have you ever beenin love, Mat-hew?" was the next, completely unexpected
guestion.

The gentle fingers ceased their calm ministration. It was only an instant before their touch resumed, but that instant
was long enough to catch Khardan's attention. He turned and cast Mathew a sharp, intense look before the young

man was prepared to receiveit.

In Mathew's eyes was the truth.



The young man shut his eyes, too late to hide what was there, he knew, but hoping to shut out the expression of
revulsion, anger, and contempt that he knew must contort Khardan's face. Or worse—pity. Anything—even
hatred—must be better than pity.

"Mat-hew ..." came the Califs voice, hesitant, groping. A hand touched his arm, and Mathew jerked away from him,
bowing his head, the red hair tumbling over hisface.

"Don't say it!" He choked. "Don't say anything! Y ou despise me, | know! Yes, | love you! I've loved you from the
moment you held the sword over my head and pleaded with me to choose life, not give mysealf up to death! How could
I not love you? So noble, so strong, facing ridicule for my sake. And then in the castle. Y ou were in agony, near death,
and yet you thought of me and my pain that was nothing, nothing compared to what you suffered!" The words,
bursting forth in atorrent, were followed by wrenching sobs. The slender body doubled over in anguish.

A hand, rough and callused, yet gentle now, reached out and rested on the quivering shoulder. "Mat-hew," said
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Khardan, "of all the costly gifts| have received this night, this you offer meis the most precious.”

Slowly, confusedly, Mathew raised his tear-stained face. A shuddering sob shook him, but he choked it back. "Y ou
don't hate me? But your God forbids this. ..."

"Hazrat Akhran does not forbid love, freely offered, freely accepted. If he did, he would not be worthy of the trust and
faith we put in him," said Khardan gruffly. His voice softened, and he added, "Especially love from aheart as
courageous and wise as the one that beats within your breast, Mat-hew." Clasping the young man, Khardan drew him
down and pressed his lips upon the burning forehead. "This love will honor me the rest of my days."

Mathew bowed as though receiving a benediction. The hands holding the wet cloth trembled, and he hid his face
within them, tears of joy and relief washing away the bitter pain. His was alove that could never be returned, not
precisely the way he sometimes dreamed of it. But it was alove that was respected and would be given back in trust, in
turning to him for guidance, comfort, advice, in offering him protection, strength, and friendship.

Rolling over on his stomach, giving the young man the opportunity to compose himself, Khardan said with quiet
casualness, "Tell me now, Mat-hew, what you make of thisvision."

Mathew wiped his eyes and drew adeep, shivering bregth, thankful to be able to change the subject,
grateful to Khardan for suggesting it.

"Thevison, you remember, was of two facons—"
"Morebirds," grumbled Khardan.

"—leading opposing armies,” Mathew continued severdly with alight, rebuking tap on the man's shouldey
to remind him of the seriousness of their undertaking.

"Mysdf and the Amir."

"The falconslooked very much dike," said Mathew. He neatly wound the bandage around the man's
wounded arm. "These fa cons represent you and your brother."”

"Achmed?' Worried, Khardan twisted his head.
"Liedill. Yes, Achmed."
"But he couldn't ride at the head of the army!" Khardan scoffed. "He'stoo young.”

"Yet | believe from what | have gathered that he rides with the Amir, who is head of thearmy. The
visonsare not literal, remember. They are what the heart sees, not the eye. If you fought the Amir's
army, your thoughts would be with the man, Qannadi, riding at me head of histroops. But your heart
would be with your brother, would it not?'
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Chapter 14
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Khardan grunted, settling himsdlf in the cushions, hischin resting on hisarms.

"Now then," said Mathew, adjusting the bandage. "Is that too tight? No? What else wasthere? Oh, yes.
The battle. Both sides take heavy losses. There are many casudties. It will be abloody, costly war." His
voice grew hdting. "Oneof thefaconsdies. ..."

"Yes?' perssted Khardan, though he lay very ill.

"The survivor goes on to become agreat hero. He will rise with the wings of eagles. All manner of people
will cometo his standard, and he will chalenge the Emperor of Tara-kan and eventualy emergethe
victor, wearing agolden crown and agolden chain about his neck.”

"So"—K hardan, forgetting hiswound, shrugged and winced with the pain—"the victor becomes ahero."
"l did not say ‘victor,' " Mathew returned gently, "I said 'survivor.' "

It took amoment for the truth to sink home. Slowly, his movements hampered by the tiffness of the
bandage, Khardan sat up and faced the young wizard, who was watching him with agrave and troubled
expresson. "What you are saying, Mathew, isthat if my brother and | meet in battle, one of uswill die."

"Yes, s thevison indicates.”
"And the other becomes what—Emperor?' Khardan looked at him darkly, with disbelief.

"Not immediately, of course. | have theimpression that many, many yearswill pass before that happens.
But yes, the onewho liveswill eventualy riseto aposition of great power and wedlth and aso
tremendous responsibility. Remember, the falcon wears not only the golden crown, but the golden chain
aswdl."

Khardan's thoughts strayed outside, to his people and to those who had come to him. Only now, when
the night waswell past its fullness and faling off to morning, were they beginning to think of going to their
beds. With the dawn the Prophet of Akhran would be faced with yet another line of men and women,
bringing to him their small griefs, their great griefs, their wants and desires, their hopes and fears.

"Perhaps he can help them,” said Khardan, speaking
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with ashy, reluctant pride. " Perhaps, even though heis not wise or learned, he has been chosen to help
them, and he cannct lightly give up that which was given him."

"Itishisdecison, certainly,” saidd Mathew. "I wish | could be of more help,” he added wistfully.

Khardan looked a him and smiled. ™Y ou have been, Mat-hew. He only wishes he were aswise asyou;
then he would know he was doing theright thing." The Calif roseto his feet and prepared to leave,
winding the folds of the headcloth about his face so that he could move through the camp without being



mobbed. " Perhaps, being so wise, you can answer me one more question.” He halted at the entryway.
"l do not know that | amwise, but | will dwaystry to help you, Khardan."

"Audaibn Jad. He was crud, evil. He cast helpless men to monsters. He committed murder and worsein
the name of hisevil God."

Mathew answered with ashudder.

"Y et our Gods yoked us together. Auda saved our lives; without him we would have perished in the
Sun's Anvil. He saved my life by giving up hisown therein the Temple of Quar. | mourn his passing,
Mat-hew. | grievethat heisgone. Yet | know theworld is better for his death. Do you understand any of
this?"

Khardan looked truly puzzled, truly searching for an answer.

After amoment's thought, Mathew said earnestly, "I do not understand the ways of the gods. No man
does. | do not know why thereisevil intheworld or why the innocent are made to suffer. | only know
that a blanket made of thread running al one direction is not of much useto usasablanket, isit, Caif?’

"No," said Khardan thoughtfully. "No, you areright.” His hand clasped the young man's shoulder. "Sleep
wdl, Mat-hew. May Akhran— No. What isthe name of your God?"

"Promenthas.”
"May Promenthas be with you thisnight.”
"And Akhran with you," said Mathew.

He watched the Cdlif dip out of the tent, stealing across the compound of his own people with more care
and caution than he ever took stedling into enemy camp. Seeing Khardan
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reach histent in safety, noting several dancing girlsin bells and silks being shooed out, Mathew—smiling and
shaking his head—returned to his bed.

The young man was at peace. His decision was made.

Closing his eyes, comforted by the sound of the wind singing in the rigging of his tent, Mathew slept.

Chapter 15

Though Khardan spent a restless night pondering the vision Mathew had spread before him, he was not able to reach
adecision. And thus it was his people who finally swept their Calif into the whirlwind of war.

The Sheykhs were the first to enter the tent of the fatigued and bleary-eyed Prophet, half-stupefied from pain, worry,
and lack of sleep. Before Khardan could open his mouth, the Sheykhs presented their plan for battle—for once agreed
upon by all present—and sat back to await his glowing commendation.

The plan was viable, Khardan had to admit this much. Reports trickling in along with a seemingly endless stream of
refugees, rebels, and adventurers indicated that the forces of the Amir had been considerably reduced by the magical
fog that swept over Kich. Those soldiers who survived were busy rebuilding the gate and other damaged
fortifications. In addition they had to quell a near riot in the city when the rumor started that the nomads were
threatening to unleash the killing mist on its citizens unless Kich surrendered.

The Sheykhs hinted that summoning the fog again might be a reasonable suggestion, to which Khardan asked them
grimly if they meant to send their women before them into every battle they fought.
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"Bah! You areright!" stated Mgjiid. "A stupid idea. It was his." Hewaved hishand at Jeefar.
"Mine!" Jasfar bounced to hisfeet. "Y ou know—"

"Enough!” said Khardan, stifling ayawn. "Go on.”

According to reports, Qannadi had sent messengersto the southern cities, calling for reinforcements, but
it would take many weeks before they could be expected to arrive. A raid, swift and deadly, on Kich,
and the Prophet could take control of the city, use it as a pearhead to launch attacks that would drive
the enemy from Bas.

The plan mapped itsdf out further in Khardan's mind, though the Sheykhs never knew it. Baswould fall
to him easly. The people, under his skilled guidance and leadership, could be counted on to revolt
againgt the Emperor'stroops. With Bas and its wedlth at his disposal, Khardan could cut the trade route
to Khandar and leisurely build his strength. L etting Khandar starve, he would march north and free the
oppressed people of Ravenchal from the dave traders who ravaged their lands. He would ally himself
with the strong plainsmen of the Great Steppes. The Lord of the Black Paladins would undoubtedly
agreeto add his own forces to the battle.

Then, when he was strong, he would attack the Emperor.

Y es, Khardan admitted to himself amost reluctantly, it could be done. Mathew's vision was not as wild
and farfetched as it had seemed to the Cdif in the early hours of the dawning. It could be done. He could
be Emperor of Sardish Jardan if he wanted. He would live in amagnificent palace of splendorsthat he
could only dimly begin to imagine. The most beattiful women in the world would be his. His sonsand
daughters would number in the hundreds. No luxury would be too good for him. Rare and exatic fruits
would rot on histables. Water—there would be water to waste, to squander. Asfor hishorses, al the
world would come and fight to buy them, for he could afford the finest breeding stock and raise them on
lush grasses and spend dl hisday, if he chose, persondly supervising their training.

But no, not al day. There would be audiences, and correspondence with other rulers and his military
leaders. He would have to learn to read, he supposed, since he would not
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daretrust another to interpret his correspondence. He would make enemies—powerful enemies. There
would be food tasters, for he would not dare to egt or drink anything that some poor wretch had not
sampled first for fear it was poisoned. There would be bodyguards dogging his every step.

He would make friends, too, of course, but in some ways these would be worse than his enemies.
Couriersfawning on him, wazirsintriguing for him, nobles protesting their great love for him. And all
prepared to fall upon him and tear out histhroat should he show any sign of weakness. His own sons,
perhaps, growing up to plot his downfal, his daughters given away like any other beautiful object to gain
some man'sfavor.

Zohra. He saw her as head wife of a seraglio teeming with women, most of whose names he would not
be able to remember. He saw her grow strong in her magic, and he knew that this, too, would bring him
great power. And then there was M athew—uwi se counsel or—aways near, dways helping him, yet never



seeming to intrude. These would be two people near him he could trust. Perhapsthe only two.

A rumbling sound interrupted his daydream. Blinking, he raised eyesthat burned with fatigue and saw his
father glaring at him. "Well?' demanded M4giid. "Do weride this night for Kich? Or are you going back
to your bed and your dancing girls?' From hisleer, it was obvious what he suspected his son of doing in
the night.

Khardan did not immediately answer. He was seeing in his mind not the glorious paace or the hundreds
of wives or the wealth beyond reckoning. He was seeing his younger half brother, clad in the armor of a
man with aman's face and aman's sword arm, crouched in afog-shrouded street, whispering his
mother's name in avoice choked with tears.

There could be no help for it. Achmed had chosen his path, as Khardan must now choose his.
"Weridetowar," hesad.

Day, aweek later, dawned upon Kich. The sun'slight had no more than spread ablood red glow over
the horizon when the cry of atower lookout brought a captain running to see for himself. A messenger
was sent to the Amir, who did
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not need it, having glanced out his own window and seen for himsdif.
His orders had aready been given.

In the Kasbah below there was organized confusion as the troops made ready. Panic raged in the city,
but Qannadi had mat, too, in as much control as possible; men, women, and older children arming
themsdlves and preparing to fight the invading horde.

"Send for Achmed," said Qannadi to Hasid, and the old soldier |eft upon his errand without question or
comment.

Abul Qasm Qannadi walked over to the window—the one behind which held been sitting the night
Feisd had died—and stared out acrossthe plainsinto thelow hills. A line of men, some mounted on
swift, fearless desert horses and some on long-legged racing camels, spread over the hilltops. They had
not yet moved but were waiting patiently for the command of their Prophet to ride down and deal death
to the city dwellers of Kich. Their numberswere vadt, their triba banners and banners of other
alegianceswerethick astreesin aforest.

Rubbing his grizzled beard, Qannadi gazed out to the highest hilltop. He could not see him, not from this
distance, but he had the ingtinctive fedling that Khardan was there, and it wasto this hilltop that he
directed hiswords.

"Y ou have learned much, nomad, but not enough. Hurl your head a this solid wall. Y ou will end up with
nothing but a cracked skull for your efforts. | can stay here days, amonth, if need be. By that time, my
troopswill have arrived from the south, and if any of your people are left—assuming they have not got
bored with gtting there exchanging insults and the occasond arrow with the enemy on the walls—I will
catch you between thiswall and my advancing troops, and | will crack you like an amond.”

Satisfied with his observations, running over his plansin his head, the Amir turned back to his desk.
There was dways the possibility, of course, that the nomad'sfirst ondaught would crash upon them like



seawater, sweeping asde adl defense and carrying the hordes of invadersinto the city wallswhere
Qannadi and his people would be cut up and fed
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to the buzzards. The Amir had planned for this eventuality, aswell.
"Y ou sent for me, Sir," said aclear voice.

Qannadi nodded, resumed his segt, and made a show of diding severa pieces of folded and sedled
parchment into aleather bag. "I am sending you, Achmed, with dispatches to Khandar. These are for the
Emperor and the Commander General. Y ou will undoubtedly find them both in the palace, making plans
to attack Tirish Aranth. Hereisapass. Y ou had best |eave now, in case the nomads cut the roads.”

He spoke calmly, evenly, and did not look up from hiswork until all wasin readiness. Then he sarted to
hand the packet to Achmed.

The young man's face waslivid, the brown eyes had turned asmoky gray color in the palelight of dawn.
"Why do you send me away?" Achmed asked through giff, bloodlesslips. "Do you fear that | will betray
you?"

"Dear boy!" Rising to hisfeet, Qannadi dropped the packet and grasped the quivering hand that clutched,
white-knuckled, the hilt of asword. "How can you ask such athing of me?’

"How can you ask such athing of me? Sending meforth like a child when danger threatend™

"Itisyour people wefight, my son,” Qannadi saidinalow voice. "It issaid that Sul inflicts demonson
those who shed the blood of near kin. | do not know if that istrue, but | have known men who killed
those they loved and—whether the demons came from without or within—I saw them tormented to their
dying day. It wasin my mind only to spare you this. Think, my boy! It isyour father, your brother you
will meet in battle this day!"

Achmed grasped the Amir'shand in hisand held it fast. "It ismy father | will ride besidein battlethis
day," he said steadily. "I know—I have known—no other."

Qannadi smiled and for amoment could not speak. His hand ruffled the young man's dark, curling hair
until hefound hisvoice. "If you areresolved in this—"

"l am," brokein Achmed firmly.

"—then | place the command of the cavalry in your charge. Y ou know your brother, you know how he
thinks,
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how your peoplefight. My young generd," he said in ateasing tone, regarding Achmed with fond pride,
"| had astrange dream last night. Shall | tell you?!

The young man nodded. Both men were dert to sounds outside, sounds that would tell them the enemy
was on the move. But nothing came, so far. Khardan must be waiting until the sun rose full and bright.

"I dreamed | found ayoung, half-grown falcon that had been caught in asnare. | freed it and trained it,
and it became the most vauable bird in my possession. Itsworth was beyond measure, and | was more



proud of it than certain other falcons| had raised from infancy. Time and again misfalcon flew from my
wrist and soared into the sky, yet it dways returned to me, and | was proud to welcome it home.

"And then there came the day when the falcon returned, and thewrist it knew was till and cold.”
Achmed clutched Qannadi's hand and would have spoken, but the Amir silenced him and continued
geadily. "Thefdcon spread itswings and roseinto the air. Higher and higher it flew, attaining heightsit
had never beforeimagined. | looked up and saw the gold of the sun touch its head, and | closed my eyes,
well content.

"l wish | could seeyour future, my falcon,” continued Qannadi softly, "but something tellsmeit isnot to
be. If not this battle, then another will clam me." Or the n's dagger. There were those among
Quar's priesthood—not to mention Qannadi's wife, Y amina—who blamed him for Feisd's degth. But this
he carefully kept to himsdf. " Always remember that | am proud of you and, from thismoment on, | name
you my son and her."

Achmed gasped and stared, then shook his head, stammering an incoherent protest.

"My decisonisfirm," said Qannadi. He pointed at the leather case. "Itisdl in there, my will and
testament, signed and witnessed in proper form, legal and correct. Of course’— he grinned wryly—"the
charming sons of my loins—at least my wives clam they are of my loins—will no doubt St back on their
haunches and howl, then try their best to sink their teeth into you. Don't let mat stop you! With the Imam
out of
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theway, | think you can handle them and their mothers. Fight them and know that you have my blessing,
boy!"

"I will, gr,"” murmured Achmed, haf-dazed, not entirely comprehending the gift that was being bestowed
upon him.

"Wewill send Hasid to place my will in the Temple of Khandar. He'sthe only one trust with this—my
life. It will be kept secret, of course. My wedlth is considerable and worth the cost of a poisoned flask of
wine. | know you care nothing for gold or lands now. But you will. Someday | think you will find ause
forit."

Rising from his desk, Qannadi picked up his helm and the leather pouch. Achmed helped himto gird on
his sword. His arm around the young man's shoulders, the Amir walked with Achmed to the door.

"And now we best prepare ourselves to face this so-called Prophet of a Ragtag, Wandering God. | must
admit, son, that | sometimes missthe Imam. It might be very ingtructive to know what istranspiring in
heaven this moment.”

HE BOOK OFSUL

All was not wel in heaven.

Once again the One and Twenty had been summoned. Once again they met at the top of the mountain at
the bottom of the world. Once again each stood firm upon his own facet of the Jewel of Sul, viewing the
others from the safety and complacency of hisor her own familiar surroundings.



Promenthas stood in his grand cathedra, his angels and archangels, his cherubim and seraphim, gathered
around him. The God waslooking particularly fierce, his eyebrows brigtled, hislips were drawn so tightly
their usua smilewaslost in the snowy beard that tumbled over his cassock. The angelswerein atense
dtate, muttering and whispering among themselves, except for one young guardian angel who sat donein
the choair loft. She seemed nervous and abstracted and kept tugging at her wing feathers as if—though
knowing she must be here—she wished hersdlf flying somewhere else. It was rumored among the
seraphim and confirmed by the cherubim that the protege of thisyoung angel wasinvolved in the greet
conflict among the humans, the outcome of which would be determined, perhaps, by this meeting among
the Gods.

Uevin wasin attendance, no longer fearing to leave his wondrous paace. Evren and Zhakrin both
arived, ganding a
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opposite ends of the Jewel, eyeing each other askance, yet now according each other a grudging respect.

As the Gods came together, they spoke together, and their words were words of worry and concern, for the Jewel was
still out of balance, still wobbling chaotically through the universe, and though the balance had tipped in another
direction, it continued to be an unsafe and an unhealthy balance. Y et the Gods were uncertain how to correct it.

Almost all were gathered—the exception, as usual, being Akhran the Wanderer, and in this exception some saw
sinister portent—by the time Quar arrived. In his amond-eyed beauty, the God had always seemed fragile and delicate.
Many noticed that the delicateness had lately melted into boniness, the olive skin had a sallow, sickly yellow cast, the
almond eyes darted here and there in ill-conceal ed fear.

Quar did not appear to hisfellowsin his pleasure garden but entered—in fawning meekness and humility—the
dwellings of the other Gods. Those who had caught a glimpse of the God's habitation saw that the lush foliage of the
pleasure garden seemed to be suffering from a drought. The leaves of the orange trees were drying up, the fragrant
gardenia had— all but afew of the strongest—withered and died. No water poured from the fountains, and their pools
were scum-covered and stagnant. Gazelles wandered about aimlessly, panting in thirst. Here and there lurked an
emaciated immortal, peering out furtively from the parched trees and trembling whenever the dread name Pukah was
pronounced (as it was, by Quar, with a curse, about twenty times an immortal day).

"Promenthas—my friend and ally," said Quar warmly, advancing down the aisle of the cathedral toward the God and,
at the same time, speaking the same words to each of the other Gods, "I come to you in thistime of dire peril! Heaven
has gone awry! The world below totters on the brink of disaster! It istime to put aside petty differences and join
together against the coming menace.”

So interesting and unusual a spectacle was it to see Quar oiling his way into each God's domain that Benario hesitated
amoment too long in swiping afine emerald from Hurishta and lost his chance forever, while even Kharmani ceased,
for

THE PROPHET OF AKHRAN 373

the moment, to count hismoney. The God of Wealth raised alanguid eye.

" | thought you werethe coming menace," said that God to Quar carelesdy. Theteeterings of the Jewel never
bothered Kharmani, for war meant money to somebody at least.

A nervouslaughter among the younger angels greeted misremark, to beinstantly squelched by the elder cherubim,
whose serious facesreflected the grave concern in the eyes of their God. Quar flushed in anger but bit his
tongue—and spokein injured tones.



" | sought only to bring order to chaos, but you would not haveit so and let your selves be duped by that desert bandit!
Now hishordes stand poised to attack! Jihad! That iswhat Akhran the Wanderer, now called Akhran the Terrible,
will bring down upon you! Jihad! Holy war!"

"Yes, Quar," said Promenthasdrily. " We know what theword means. Werecall hearing it beforefrom your lips,
though perhapsin another context.”

Staring intently at each God in turn and seeing them hogtile at thewor &, indifferent at the best, Quar dropped the
honey-coated facade. Hislipscurled in asnarl." Yes, | would haveruled you . . . you foolsl But my rulein the heavens
and in thewor|d below would have been alawful one—"

"Your laws," muttered Promenthas.
"A just one—"
"Your justice."

"1 sought torid theworld of extremes, to bring peace wher e there was bloodshed. But in your prideand your own
sdf-importance, you refused to consder what would be best for the many and looked, instead, to the one—to
your selves.

" And now you will pay,” Quar continued in grim satisfaction. " Now one comesto rule who abides by no law, not even
hisown. Anar chy, bloodshed, war waged for sport— thisiswhat you have brought upon yourselves! The Jewe of Sul
will crack and fall from itsplacein the universe, and all up hereand all down below will be doomed!

" Seel" Quar, hearing a sound behind him, whirled in terror and pointed a trembling finger. " See—he comes! And
thestorm follows!"
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Galloping across the dunes on asteed luminous as moonlight, trailing Stardust from its mane, rode

Akhran. His black robes flowed around him, the feathers on his horse's e aborate headdress glistened a
bright, blood red. The God was flanked by threetal, muscular djinn. Their golden-ringed arms clasped
forbiddingly acrosstheir broad chests, they gazed down with grim and threatening faces upon the Gods.

Akhran the Wanderer guided his steed into the meeting place of the Gods, and so powerful had he
grown and so commanding his presence that it seemed to the other Gods that their domains must be
blown away by the southern wind called sirocco, and that they would soon wander lost and helplessina
vast and empty desert.

Reining in hishorse, causing the animal to stand upon its hind legs and trumpet in loud triumph, Akhran
did skillfully from hissaddle. The haik covered his nose and mouth, but the eyes of the God flared like
lightning and those eye saw no one, paid no attention to anyone except Quar. Slowly, resolutely, Akhran
the Wanderer stalked across the sand, his gaze fixed upon the a mond-eyed, cowering God. Putting his
hand to the hilt of his scimitar, the Wandering God drew forth the sword from its ornate scabbard. Suns,
moons, planets—all were reflected in the shining siver blade, and it flared with aholy light.

"Therel" gagped Quar, licking hislips and casting a bitter glance around a hisfelows. "There, what did |
tell you? He meansto murder me as his accursed followers murdered my priest! And you'—he glared
around &t the other Gods—"you will be next to fedl his blade at your throat!"

If Quar had not been in such afrenzy of terror, he would have noted with supreme satisfaction the
growing fear and concern in the eyes of Promenthas, the return of terror to the eyes of Uevin, the eager
gleam in the eyes of Benario. But Quar was stumbling here and there, endeavoring to escape Akhran's
wrath and noticed nothing. There was nowhere to go, however, and he found himself backed up against
thelip of adeep, dark well. He was trapped. He could go no farther without tumbling into Sul's Abyss.



Spitting puny curses and baring histiny teeth like arat caught by thelion, Quar
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crouched at thefeet of Akhran, glaring a the God with unmitigated hatred.

Coming to stand before the shrinking, sniveling God, Akhran raised above Quar's head the sword that
oleamed with the light of eternity. He held it poised for an instant during which time on earth and in the
heavens stood ill. Then, with al his strength and might, Akhran the Wanderer brought the sharp-edged
blade damming down.

Quar screamed. Promenthas averted his eyes. The angd in the choir loft buried her head in her hands.

And then Akhran laughed—deep, booming laughter thet rolled like thunder across the heavens and the
earth.

In one piece, safe, unharmed, Quar stood cringing before him. The blade of the scimitar had missed the
God by the breadth of ahair split in two again and yet again. It stuck, point down, in the sand between
hisdippered fedt.

His merriment echoing throughout the universe, Akhran turned his back upon the other Gods and
whistled to hissteed. VVaulting into the saddle, treating himself to afina amused look at the shivering,
quivering Quar, the Wanderer caused his horse to legp into the night-black sky and dashed away amidst
the sars.

Oneby one, sghing invast rdief, the Gods di spersed— returning each to his own facet of Sul, returning
to their eternal bickering and arguing over Truth. Last to leave was Quar, who dunk back to his blighted
garden, where he— noting that some of his plants continued to flourish—sat down upon a cracked
marble bench and plotted revenge.

Promenthas dismissed the cherubim and the sergphim and all the rest back to their neglected duties, then
wended hisway up the narrow, spiraling sairsto the choir loft where the angdl sat, her head hidden,
afraid to look.

"Child," ad Promenthaskindly, "dl isended.”
"Itis?" Sheraised aface both fearful and hopeful.
"Yes. And here are some who have cometo talk to you, my dear.”

Looking up, Asiid saw two tall, handsome djinn in rich silks and jewels gpproach her. Walking beside
oneof the djinn, her small white hand clasped fast in his, was abeautiful djinniyeh.

376 WEISAND HICKMAN

"Lady Asrial," said Sond, bowing from the waist, "we know we can never take the place of Pukah in your heart, but we
would deem it an honor if you would come with us and dwell among us both in the world of humans below and on our
immortal plane above."

"Do you mean that, truly?' Asrial gazed at them in wonder. "l can stay with you and beclose. . . closeto. . . Pukah."

"For all eternity," said Nedjma, her eyes glistening with tears, her hand gripping Sond's more tightly.

"Who knows?" added Fedj with a smile. "Someday we may find away to free the'—he was about to say "little
nuisance" but, considering the circumstances, thought it best to change it magnanimously to—"great hero."



Asrial's eager eyes went pleadingly to Promenthas.

"Go and my blessings with you . . . and with the human you have so valiantly protected and defended. | think that
your vigil over Mathew may now be relaxed, for—unless | am much mistaken—it will soon be shared by others.”

"Thank you, father!" Asrial bowed her head, received Promenthas's loving benediction, and—qgiving her hand timidly
to Nedjma—walked with the djinn and the djinniyeh into the desert.

High on aridge overlooking the walled city of Kich, Khardan sat on his war-horse and gazed out over the plains. It
was after sunrise. The blazing orb, shining in the heavens, was reflected in the drawn and glistening blades of the
gpahis, the shepherds, the mehariste, the gowns, the refugees, the mercenaries, the rebels, and al who rode with the
Prophet of Akhran.

Khardan turned his attention to the walled city. It was some distance from where he and his army stood poised and
ready to sweep down upon it like birds of prey. But the Calif could see—or fancied he could—the Temple of Quar. He
wondered if rumors about it were true. It was said to be abandoned. The refugees had brought stories that it had been
cursed—the deadly fog lingered in its halls, the ghost of the Imam could sometimes be heard preaching to priests as
disembodied as himself. Whether or not this curse was true, most of the Temple's gold and jewel s had been stripped
from it, those who worship Benario having small respect for the curses of other Gods.

His gaze wandered restlessly from the Temple to the dave market, and his thought traveled back to the man with the
cruel eyesin the white palanquin, to a slave woman with hair the color of flame. He glanced at the souks, the houses
piled
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one on top of the other. His eyes went to the massive palace with its walls of thick stone that seemed to grow thicker
and taller as the Prophet stared at it. He could have sworn that he saw the blind beggar seated in his accustomed
place, he saw ablonde women in pink silk languishing in his arms. And here came Qannadi and Achmed, armor
flashing in the sunlight, to be greeted with cheers from the soldiers, who may have momentarily lost faith in their God,
but who retained it in their honored commander.

Khardan blinked, wondering at these impossible visions. Now he swore he could smell the city, and he wrinkled his
nose in disgust. He decided he would never get used to it and supposed bleakly that Khandar—capital of an empire, a
city containing not thousands but millions of people—must smell not a thousand but a million times worse.

And he would win this treasure at the cost of his brother'slife. Asachild Achmed had taken hisfirst steps from his
mother's armsinto Khardan's. In those arms, according to the vision, Achmed would find his death.

The Prophet's horse fidgeted beneath him. The animal smelled battle and blood and longed to surge forward, but its
master did not move. Khardan understood the horse's restlessness and stroked its neck with atrembling hand. The

Cadlif had never in hislife felt fear before a battle, but now he began to pant for breath, as though suffocating. Lifting
his head, Khardan looked about wildly for some means of escape.

Escape from a battle he was sure to win.

His eyes encountered the fierce eyes of Sheykh Mgjiid, riding at the right hand of the Prophet and glaring at his son
impatiently, mutely demanding the reason for this delay. The plan had been to strike at dawn, and here it was, nearly
an hour past, and the Prophet had made no move.

At the Prophet's | eft hand was Sheykh Jaafar, his face falling into its customary gloomy foreboding, sweating in the
brightening light, the saddle rubbing sores on his bony bottom.

To the left of Jaafar was Sayah, Zohra's half brother and the Sheykh's eldest son, who was casting 1ooks of secret
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triumph at Khardan as though he had guessed al along that the Prophet was a fraud.

To theright of Majiid, Zeid towered magnificently over the horsemen on hislong-legged camel, the Sheykh's shrewd,
squinty eyes growing shrewder and squintier the longer they sat here, exposed to the enemy on thisridge.

Behind the Sheykhs, muttering and grumbling with impatience, the army of the Prophet began to question among
themselves what was happening, and giving answers that were half truths, and untruths, and no truths at al, gradually
working themselves into a state of confusion and demoraization.

Off at adistance, separate and apart from the men, Zohra and Mathew watched and waited—the heart of one
wondering at Khardan, the heart of the other knowing and pitying, yet trusting.

Suddenly out of the air appeared the three djinn, Fedj, Raja, and Sond. Bowing low before Khardan, they hailed himin
the name of Hazrat Akhran, who sent his blessings to his people.

"About time, too," said Zeid loudly.

"Are these what we've been waiting for?' questioned Majiid of his son, waving his hand at the djinn. "Well, they've
come back. Let's attack before we all faint from the heat!"

"Yes," muttered Jaafar gloomily. "L et's get this over with, take the city, steal what we want, and go back home."

"Y ou"—thundered Mgjiid, pointing at Jaafar—"have no vision! We will take the city, steal what we want, and burn it
to the ground. Then we can go home."

"Bah!" snorted Zeid. "What is thistalk of taking a city? Here we sit, Slowly putting down rootsinto this God-cursed
rock! If the Prophet will not lead us, | will!"

"Ah, but who will follow?"' questioned Mgjiid, whirling around angrily to face his other old enemy.

"We will see! Attack!" yelled Zeid. Reaching out, he yanked his bairag from the hands of his standard bearer and
waved it high in the air. "I, Sheykh of the Aran, say "attack'!"

"Attack! Attack!" The Aran echoed their Sheykh. Unfortunately their eyes were not on the city but on the Akar.
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"l, too, say 'attack.' " Sayah leaned across his father's horse and sneered into Khardan'sface. "But it
seems our Prophet isa coward!”

"Coward!" Khardan turned on the young man in arage.
Wait! Congder! said an inner voice. Consider what you will begiving up. . . .

The Prophet—pausing—consdered. He looked up into the blue-and-golden sky. "Thank you, Hazrat
Akhran!" he said softly, reverendy.

"Attack!" shouted Khardan, and doubling up hisfigt, the Prophet of the Wandering God turned in his
saddle and aimed aright at Sayan'sjaw.

Sayah ducked. Jaafar didn't. The blow sent Khardan's father-in-law tumbling head over hedls backward
off hishorse.

"Have you gone mad?" A shrill voice rang over the crowd. Zohragalloped into their midst, her horse
rearing and plunging. "What of Kich? What of becoming Emperor? And what do you mean by striking
my fath—"



"Get out of my way, Sster!” cried Sayah.

"Oh, shut up!™ Twigting in her saddle, Zohratook avicious swing at her brother that, if it had hit, would
have |eft hisearsringing for the next year. It missed. The momentum of her swing carried the Prophetess
of Akhran out of her saddle to land heavily upon her father, just asthe groggy, groaning Jeafar was
struggling to hisfedt.

"Dog!" Sayah launched himself at Khardan and the two, grappling together, went for each other'sthroats.

Mgiid, shrieking in fury, dashed wildly with hissword at Sayah, only to hit Zeid. The sword dit open a
wide gash in the sash wrapped around Sheykh's round belly.

"That was my best Sk sash! It cost meten silver tumansV Zeid foamed a the mouth. Clasping his
standard in both hands like a club, he swung it in awide arc, unseated two of his own men, and clouted
Magjiid soundly intheribs.

"Y ou know, Rgja, my friend," said Fedj, giving the gigantic djinn arude shove that sent him flying through
the skies, clear across the border into Ravenchai, "I have dways thought your body to be too big for
your small-spirited soul.”

"And |, Fedj, my brotiier, have dwaysfound your ugly
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nose to be an insult to immortas everywherel” snarled Rgja. Bursting back on the scene, his hands
grasped hold of that particular portion of Fedj's anatomy and began twigting it painfully.

"And I"—shouted Sond, leaping suddenly and unexpectedly upon the complacent Usti—"say that you
are adough-faced lump of sheep droppings!”

"I couldn't agree with you more!" Usti gasped and disappeared with a bang.

The hillsaround Kich erupted in confusion. Akar legped a Hrana. Hrana smote the Aran. The Aran
battled the Akar. Remnants of all three nomadic tribes banded together to turn upon the outraged
refugees of Bas.

Making his dangerous way through theflailing fists and dashing sabers, maddened horses and screaming
camels, Mathew ducked and dodged and pushed and shoved, seeking dwaysthe flutter of blue silk that
robed the Prophetess of Akhran. He found her at last, pummeling with the butt-end of a broken spear a
hapless Akar who had knocked out, for the second time, a befuddied Jeefar.

Zohrahad just laid her victim low and was looking around, panting, for her next, when Mathew appeared
before her, catching hold of her arm as shetook aswipe at him.

"What do you want of me? Let me go!" Zohra demanded furioudy, trying her best to breek free.

Mathew held onto her grimly and determinedly, however, and Zohra, struggling but too battle-weary to
free hersdlf, had no choice but to follow him, cursing and swearing at him with every step.

Hanging onto Zohrawith one hand, Mathew forged then-way through the melee until he reached a
black-robed figure, who was hacking away with asword at another black-robed figure, neither making
the least progress, both seeming prepared to spend die day and possibly the night in combat.



"Excuse me, Sayah," said Mathew politely, shoving between the two heavy-breathing, exhausted men. |
require aword with the Prophet.”

Seeing—through ableary haze—die marabout and recdling that mis man was not only crazy but a
powerful sorcerer
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aswell, Sayan waved a hand toward Khardan, bowed in respect for his opponent and, gasping for
breath, staggered off in search of another fight.

"Comewithme" said Mathew firmly, taking hold of Khardan's arm. He led the suddenly docile Prophet
and the suddenly cam Prophetess back down theridge, as far from thefighting as possble. Here, in
the quiet of the vineyard where the people had hidden only weeks before with no expectation except
that of death, Mathew turned to face the two people he loved.

Neither was much to look at. Zohrasveil had been torn loose—probably by her own hand—and cast
to thewinds. Her black hair, shining like araven'swing, wastangled and disheveled and streamed
across her face. Her best silken chador had been torn to shreds, her face was smeared with blood and
dirt.

Khardan's wound had reopened, a patch of crimson stained his robes. Numerous other dash marks
covering hisarmsand chest indicated that he had not found Sayah the easy match he had once
scornfully considered the herder of sheep. His cheek was bruised and one eye was swelling shut, but he
kept his other—dark and watchful—upon hiswife.

Zohra, inturn, cast fiery glances at him from behind the vell of hair. Mathew could dmost seethe acid
accusationsrising to Zohraslips, he could see Khardan preparing himself to catch the venomous drops
and hurl them back at her.

"I haveagift for you two," said Mathew smoothly, as cdmly asif he were meeting them on their
wedding day.

Reaching into thefolds of hisblack wizard's robes, Mathew drew forth something that he kept hiddenin
hishand.

"What isit?' asked Zohrawith asullen air.
Mathew opened his palm.

"A dead flower," said Khardan scornfully, yet with a hint of disgppointment. Imperceptively, perhaps by
accident since he waslliterdly swaying with fatigue, hetook a step nearer hiswife.

"A dead flower," echoed Zohra. Her voice was tinged with sadness, and surely by accident as well—she
took a step nearer her husband.

"No, not dead," said Mathew smiling. "L ook, it rives.”
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Khardan, Cdlif of the Akar, and Zohra, Princess of the Hrana, both leaned forward to stare at the flower



lying in the wizard's pam. I nadvertently, undoubtedly by accident, the hands of husband and wife
touched.

The crumpled petd's of the flower grew smooth and shining, its ugly brown color degpened and darkened
to amagjestic purple, the center bud unfolded, revealing a heart of deepest red.

"The Rose of the Prophet!" breathed Khardan in awe.

"| found it growing on the Tel the morning we rode forth to battle," said Mathew softly. "I plucked it and |
brought it with me, and now"—he drew a deep bregth, his eyes going from one loved face to the
other—"1 giveit to you and | give you two to each other.”

Mathew held out the Rose.

Husband and wife reached for it at the same time, fumbled, and dropped it. Neither moved to pick it up,
each had eyes only for the other.

Khardan clasped hisarms around hiswife. "'l couldn't live within wallg"
"Nor I!" cried Zohra, flinging her arms around her husband.

"A tent isbetter, wife," said Khardan, inhaling deeply the fragrance of jasmine. "A tent breatheswith the
wind."

"No, husband," answered Zohra, "the yurt such asmy people build isamuch more comfortable dwelling
and amuch more suitable place in which to raise children—"

"| say—atent, wifel"
"And | say, husband—"

The argument ended—momentarily—when their lips met. Clinging to each other fiercely, they turned their
backs on the glorious brawl that raged unchecked on the hillside. Arms around each other—till
arguing—they walked farther into the vineyard until they were hidden from view by the sheltering leaves
of the grapevines, whose entwining stems seemed to offer to teach, by example, the ways of love. The
quarreling voices softened to murmuring sighs and, at length, could be heard no more.

Mathew watched the two go, an achein his heart that was
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both joy and a sweet sorrow. Leaning down, he picked up die Rose of the Prophet that had fallen, unheeded, to the

ground. As he touched it, he felt atear fall warm and soft upon his hand and he knew, though how or why he could
not tell, that it fell from the eyes of an angel.
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Glossary

agal: the cord used to bind the headcloth in place
aksakal: white beard, village elder

Amir: King

Andak: Stop! Hdlt!

ariqg: canal

arwat: aninn

aseur: after sunset

baigha: awild game played on horseback in which the "ball" is the carcass of a sheep
bairaq: atribal flag or banner

Bali: Yed

Bashi: boss

bassourab: the hooped camel tent in which women travel

batir: thief, particularly horse or cattle thief (One scholar suggests that this could be a corruption of the Turkish word
"bahadur,” which means "hero.")

berkouks: pellets of sweetened rice

Bilhana: Wishing you joy!

Bilshifa: Wishing you health!

burnouse: a cloaklike garment with a hood attached
Calif: prince
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caftan: along gown with sleeves, usually made of silk chador: women's robes chirak: lamp
couscous: alamb stuffed with almonds and raisins and roasted whole

dhough: ship

divan: the council chamber of a head of state

djemd: baggage camel

djinn: beings who dwell in the middle world between humans

and the Gods djinniyeh: female djinn dohar: midafternoon dutar: two-stringed guitar
Effendi: title of quality

'efreet: apowerful spirit

Emshi bessdlema: afarewell salutation

eucha: supper time

eulam: post meridiem

fantasa: an exhibition of horsemanship and weapons skills fatta: a dish of eggs and carrots fedjeur: before sunrise
feisha: an amulet or charm

ghul: amonster that feeds on human flesh. Ghuls may take any human form, but they can always be distinguished by
their tracks, which are the cloven hooves of an ass.

girba: awaterskin; four usually carried on each camel of a caravan
goum: alight horseman

haik: the combined headcloth and face mask worn in the

desert harem: "the forbidden," the wives and concubines of a man

or the dwelling places allotted to them hauz: artificial pond hazrat: holy
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henna: athorn-shrub and the reddish stain made from it houri: abeautiful and seductive woman
Imam: priest

jihad: holy war

kafir: unbeliever

Kadshah: afortress or castle

kavir: salt desert

khurjin: saddlebags

kohl: a preparation of soot used by women to darken their eyes
madrasah: areligious school

Makhol: Right!



mameluks: originally white saves; slavesthat are

trained warriors marabout: aholy man mehara: ahighly bred racing camel mehari: plural of mehara mehariste: arider
of amehara mogreb: night fall

nesnas. alegendary, fearsome monster that takes the form of aman divided in haf vertically, with half aface, one arm,
one leg, and so on

palanquin: acurtained litter on poles, carried by hand paranja: woman's loose dress pasha: title of rank
garakurt: "black worm," alarge species of deadly spider qumiz: fermented mare's milk
rabat-bashi: innkeeper

salaam: an obeisance, alow bow with the hand on the

forehead salaam alelkum: Greeting to you! satsol: a desert-growing tree
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saluka: aswift hunting dog

seraglio: the quarters of the women of the harem

Sheykh: the chief of atribeor clan

ghir: lion

shishlick: strips of meat skewered and grilled

gdi: lord, Sr

srocco: the south wind, awindstorm from the south

souk: marketplace, bazaar

gpahi: native cavadryman

Sultan: king

Sultana: wife of a Sultan, queen

tamarisk: agraceful evergreen shrub or small treewith

feathery branches and minute scalelike leaves tel: ahill tuman: money
wadi: river or stream ¢ wazir: an adviser to royaty

yurt: semipermanent tent
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Known for their innovation, Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman reach an entirely new level with The Death Gate
Cycle. For this seven-book extravaganza they have devel oped four completely realized worlds. In the first four
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Thefollowing scene givesus an irresigtible taste of theworld of Dragon Wing, thefirst novel in The Death Gate
Cycle, and the plots surrounding even the most knowledgeable of men who livethere.

Coming close to Hugh the Hand, the courier raised his lantern and stared quizzically into the assassin's
face, inviting question or comment. The Hand saw no need to waste his bregth in asking questions he
knew would not be answered and so stared back at the courier in silence.

The courier, dightly nonplussed, started to say something, changed his mind, and softly exhded the
breath he had drawn in to speak.

Abruptly, heturned on his hed and gestured to the assassin to follow. Hugh fell into step behind his
guide. The courier led the way to a place that Hugh soon came to recognize, from early and dark
childhood memories, asaKir monastery.

It was ancient and had obvioudy been long abandoned. The flagstones of the courtyard were cracked
and in many cases missing entirely. Coralite had grown over much of the sanding outer structures that
had been formed of the rare granite the Kir favored over the more common cordite. A chill wind
whistled through the abandoned dwellings where no light shone and had probably not shone for centuries.
Bare trees creaked and dry |eaves crunched beneath Hugh's boots.

Having been raised by the grim and dour order of Kir monks, the Hand knew the location of every
monastery on the Volkaran 1des. He could not remember hearing of any that had ever been abandoned
and the mystery of where he was and why he had been brought here deepened.

The courier came to a baked clay door that stood at the

bottom of atdl turret. Aniron key, worn on aribbon around the courier's neck, unlocked the door. The
Hand peered upward, but could not see aglimmer of light in any of the windows. The door svung open
slently—an indication that someone was accustomed to coming here frequently. Gliding ingde, the
courier indicated with awave of hishand that Hugh was to follow. When both werein the cold and
drafty building, the courier once again locked the door, tucking the key back inside the bosom of his



tunic.

"Thisway," said the courier. The direction was not necessary—there was only one possible way for
them to go and that was up. A spira staircase led them round and round the interior of theturret. Hugh
counted three levels, each marked by aclay door. The Hand, surreptitioudy testing each asthey
ascended, noted all were locked.

Onthefourth levd, at another clay door, the iron key again made an gppearance. A long narrow
corridor, darker than the Lords of Night, ran straight and true before them. The courier's booted
footsteps rang on the stone. Hugh, accustomed by habit to treading silently in his soft-soled, supple
leather boots, made no more noise than if he had been the man's shadow.

They passed six doors by Hugh's count—three on hisleft and three on his right—before the courier
raised awarning hand and they stopped at the seventh. Once again, theiron key was produced. It grated
inthe lock and the door did open.

"Enter," said the courier, sanding to one side.

Hugh did as he was told. He was not surprised to hear the door shut behind him. No sound of akey
turning in thelock, however. There was no light in the room but the soft glow given off by the
cordite-outsde. The faint shimmer illuminated the room well enough for the Hand's sharp eyes. He stood
il amoment, closaly ingpecting his surroundings. He was, he discovered, not alone.

The Hand felt no fear. Hisfingers, beneath his cloak, were clasped around the hilt of his dagger, but that
was only common sensein astuation like this. Hugh was a businessman and he recognized the setting of
abusinessdiscusson when hesaw it.

The other person in the room was adept at hiding. He was silent and kept himself concedled in the
shadows. Hugh didn't see the person or hear him, but he knew with every ingtinct that had kept him dive
through forty harsh and bitter cyclesthat there was someone e se present. The Hand sniffed the air.

"Areyou an anima? Can you smell me?' queried the voice—amae voice, deep and resonant. "Isthat
how you knew | wasin the room?"

"Yeah, ananimd,” said Hugh shortly.

"And what if | had attacked you?' The figure moved over to stand by the window. He was outlined in
Hugh'svision by the faint radiance of the cordite. The Hand saw that hisinterrogator wasatal man clad
in a cape whose hem he could hear dragging across the floor. The man's head and face were covered by
chain mail; only the eyes were visible. But the Hand knew his suspicions had been correct. He knew to
whom hewastaking.

Hugh drew forth hisdagger. "A hand's breadth of stedl in your heart, Y our Magesty."

"l amwearing amail vest," said Stephen, King of the Volkaran Ides and the Uylandia Cluster. He was,
seemingly, not surprised that Hugh recognized him.

A corner of the n'sthin lipstwitched. "The chain mail does not cover your armpit, Mgesty. Lift
your elbow." Stepping forward, Hugh placed thin, long fingersin the gap between the body armor and
that covering thearm. "One thrust of my dagger, there—" Hugh shrugged.

Stephen did not flinch at the touch. "1 must mention that to my armorer.”
Hugh shook hishead. "Do what you will, Mgesty, if aman's determined to kill you then you're dead.



And if that'swhy you've brought me here, | can only offer you this advice: Decide whether you want your
corpse burned or buried.”

"Thisfrom an expert," said Stephen, and Hugh could hear the sneer if he could not see it on the man's
helmed face.

"l assume Y our Mgjesty requires an expert Snce you've goneto al thistrouble.”

The king turned to face the window. He had seen dmost fifty cycles, but he was well-built and strong and
able to withstand incredible hardships. Some whispered he dept in hisarmor, to keep his body hard.
Certainly, consdering hiswife's reputed character, he might aso wel come the protection.

"Yes, you are an expert. The best in the kingdom, | amtold.”

Stephen fell silent. The Hand was adept at reading the words men speak with their bodies, not with their
tongues. Though the king might have thought he was masking his turbulent inner emotions quite well,
Hugh saw thefingers of the left hand close in upon themsdves, heard the Slvery dlinking of the chain mail
asatremor shook the man's body.

So it often was with men making their minds up to murder.

"Y ou dso have a peculiar concet, Hugh the Hand," said Stephen, abruptly breaking hislong pause. "You
advertise yoursdf asaHand of Justice, of Retribution. Y ou kill those who allegedly have wronged others,
those who are above the law, those whom—supposedly—my law cannot touch.”

There was anger in the voice, and achdlenge. Stephen was obvioudy piqued, but Hugh knew that the
warring clans of Volkaran and Uylandiawere currently being held together only by amortar composed
of fear and greed and he did not figure

it worth hiswhile to argue the point with aking who undoubtedly knew it aswell.
"Why do you do this?" Stephen persisted. "Isit some sort of attempt a honor?"

"Honor? Y our Mgesty takslike an éflord! Honor won't buy you acheap med at abad innin Therpes.”

"Ah, the money?'

"Themoney. Any knife-in-the-back killer can be had for the price of aplate of stew. That'sfine for those
who just want their man dead. But those who've been wronged, those who've suffered at the hands of
another—they want the one who brought them grief to suffer himself. They want him to know, before he
dies, who brought about his destruction. They want him to experience the pain and the terror of his
victim. And for this satisfaction, they're willing to pay ahigh price.”

"l am told the risks you take are quite extraordinary; that you even challenge your victim to fair combat."
"If the customer wantsit."
"Andiswillingto pay."

Hugh shrugged. The statement was too obvious for comment. The conversation was pointless;
meaningless. The Hand knew his own reputation, his own worth. He didn't need to hear it recited back to
him. But hewasusedto it. It was dl part of business. Like any other customer, Stephen wastrying to
talk hisway into committing this act. It amused the Hand to note that aking in this Stuation behaved no
differently from hishumblest subject.



Stephen had turned and was staring out the window, his gloved hand—fist clenched—resting on the
ledge. Hugh waited patiently, in silence.

"I don't understand. Why should those who hire you want to give a person who had wronged them the
chanceto fight for hislife?"

"Becausein thisthey're doubly revenged. For then, it's not my hand that strikes the killer down, Y our
Magjesty, but the hands of his ancestors, who no longer protect him.”

"Do you bdievethis?' Stephen turned to face him; Hugh could see the moonlight flash on the chain mail
covering the man's head and shoulders.

Hugh raised an eyebrow. His hand moved to stroke the braided, silky strands of beard that hung from his
chin. The question had never before been asked of him. It proved, so he supposed, that kings were
different from their subjects—at least this one was. The Hand moved to the window to stand next to
Stephen. The n's gaze was drawn to asmall courtyard below them. Covered over by cordlite, it
glowed eerily in the darkness and he could see, by the soft bluelight, the figure of aman standing in the
center. The man wore ablack hood. He held in his hand a sharp-edged sword. At hisfeet stood a block
of sone.

"Theonly things| bdievein, Y our Mgesty, are my witsand my skill." Twisting the ends of hisbeard,
Hugh smiled. "So I'm to have no choice. | either accept thisjob or else, isthat it?"

"Y ou have achoice. When | have described the job to you, you may either takeit or refuseto do s0."
"At which point my head parts company from my shoulders.”

"The man you seeisthe Roya Executioner. Heis skilled in hiswork. Death will be quick, clean. Far
better than what you were facing. That much, at least, | owe you for your time." Stephen turned to face
Hugh, the eyesin the shadow of the chain mail helm were dark and empty, lit by nothing within, reflecting
no light from without. "1 must take precautions. | cannot expect you to accept this task without knowing
itsnature, yet to reved it to you isto place mysdf a your mercy.

| dare not permit you to remain dive, knowing what you will shortly know."

"If | refuse, I'm disposed of by night, in the dark, no witnesses. If | accept, I'm entangled in the same web
inwhich Y our Mgesty currently finds himsdlf twidting.”

"What more do you expect? Y ou are, after al, nothing but amurderer,” Stephen said coldly.

"And you, Y our Mgesty, are nothing more than a man who wantsto hire amurderer." Bowing with an
ironic flourish, Hugh turned on hishedl.

"Where are you going?" Stephen demanded.

"If Y our Mgesty will excuse me, I'm late for an engagement. | should've been in hell an hour previous.”
The Hand walked toward the door.

"Damnyoul! I've offered you your lifel"

Hugh didn't even bother to tum around. He sounded weary and exasperated. "The priceistoo low. My
lifesworth nothing. | don't valueit. In exchange, you want me to accept ajob so dangerous you've got to
trap meto force meto take it? Better to meet death on my own termsthan Y our Mgesty's.”



Hugh flung open the door. The king's courier stood facing him, blocking hisway out. At hisfeet stood the
glowlamp and it cast its radiance upward, illuminating aface that was ethered in its delicacy and beaty.

He'sacourier? And I'm a Sartan, thought Hugh.
"Ten thousand barls" said the young man.

Hugh's hand went to the braided beard, twisting it thoughtfully. His eyes glanced Sdeways at Stephen,
who had come up behind him.

"Dousethet light," commanded the king. "Isthis necessary, Trian?"

"Y our Mgjesty"—Trian spoke with respect and patience, but it was the tone of one friend advising
another, not the tone

of aservant deferring to amaster—"he is the best. There is no one ese to whom we can entrust this. We
have gone to considerable trouble to acquire him. We can't afford to lose him. If Y our Mgesty will
remember, | warned you from the beginning—"

"Yes, | remember!" Stephen snapped. He stood Slent, inwardly fuming. He would undoubtedly like
nothing better than to order his"courier" to march the n to the block. The king would probably, at
this moment, enjoy widlding the executioner's blade himsdlf. The courier gently drew aniron screen over
thelight, leaving them in darkness"Very well!" the king snarled.

"Ten thousand barls?* Hugh couldn't believeit.

"Yes," answered Trian. "When thejob isdone.”

"Haf now. Haf when thejob is done.”

"Your life now! The barlsthen!" Stephen hissed through clenched teeth.

Hugh took astep forward toward the door. The young man, still blocking hisway, shot awarning glance
at theking.

"Half now!" Stephen'swordswere agasp.
Hugh, bowing in acquiescence, turned back to face the king.
"Who'sthevictim?'

Stephen drew a deep breath. Hugh heard aclicking, catching chokein the king's throat, a sound vaguely
gmilar to therattle in the throats of the dying.

"My ten-year-old son," said the king.
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"Ah, Dr. Giex. | was beginning to think you might fail me."

The deep baritone voice was emotionless, almost pleasant and conversationa. But Dr. Giesk shuddered.
Failure was aword the Warlord never spoke twice to any man. The doctor could not remove his hands
from the controls of his delicate equipment, but he managed to give the Warlord a beseeching look.

"The subject proved unusualy resistant,” Giesk quavered. "Three days, my lord! | redlize hewasa
Guardian, but none of the others held out that long. | can't understand—"

"Of course you can't understand.” The Warlord stared down impassively at the man on the table. Helaid
aguantleted hand upon the quivering chest of the man with aslittle regard as he would have laid that
same hand upon the man's coffin. Y et, when the Warlord spoke, his voice was soft, tinged with a
sadness and, it seemed, regret.

"Who isthereleft now who understands, Stavros?”

The gloved Fingerstouched ajewd the man wore around his neck. Hanging from asilver chain, thejewe
was extraordinarily beautiful. Carved into the shape of an eight-pointed star, the gleaming jewe wasthe
only object worn by the naked man, and it had been left around his neck by the Warlord's expressed
command.

"Who knows of the training, the discipline, Stavros? Who remembers? And you. One of my best.”

The man on the table moaned. His head moved feverishly from sdeto side. The Warlord watched a
moment in slence, then bent close to gpesk softly into the man's ear.

"I saved your life once, Stavros. Do you remember? It was at the Roya Academy. On adare, you had
climbed that ridiculous thirty-foot statue of the king. Y ou were what—nine? | wasthirteen and she...." the
Warlord paused, "she would have been six. Yes, it was soon after she came to the Academy. Only six.
All eyesand hair, wild and lonely as acatamount.” His voice softened further, dmost to awhisper. The
man on the table began to shiver uncontrollably.

"Fascinaing,” murmured Giesk with professiond interest, monitoring hisingruments. "I haven't been able
toillicit aresponse that strong in three days.”

The Warlord moved his hand up to the man's heed, the

gauntleted fingers stroking back the graying hair amost caressingly. "Stavros,” commanded the Warlord,
his helmeted visage bending over the man. " Stavros, can you hear me?"

The man made adight moaning sound. A froth of blood appeared on hisashen lips.
"Bequick, my lord!" cried Dr. Giesk, "or you will lose him!"

The Warlord brought hisface so near to that of hisvictim that his breath touched the man's skin,
displacing the bubbles of blood and saliva on the gaping mouth.

"Whereisthe boy?'
The man shivered, fighting with himsdf. But it was usdess. The Warlord regarded him intently. The



guantleted hand moved to rest upon the cold white forehead.
"Stavros?'

Inawild, tortured shriek, the man screamed out words that made no sense to Giesk. He glanced at the
Warlord uncertainly.

The Warlord dowly rose and straightened. "Well done, Dr. Giesk. Y ou may now terminate.”
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