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CHAPTER I.—THE SYNDIC, AND HIS SLAVE ASSAD.
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ON all hands the arms of the sons of Islam had been victorious, and
the close of the eighth century, and the opening of the ninth, saw the
Arabian dominion at its zenith of power and splendor. The followers of
Mahomet had not only established one of the most mighty governments of
earth, but they had drawn wealth and refinement, and other adjuncts
of national power from conquered nations. Bagdad was the capital, and
there the Caliph, Haroun al Raschid, held his court, as Commander of the
Faithful, and God's Apostle on earth.

The day was closing in Bagdad, and the deep shades had already
thrown themselves across the inner apartment of the market of the
money-changers. At the head of the place, behind a counter more costly
than the others, sat Elkader, the Syndic of those who dealt in precious
metals, and changed money for percentage. He was a tall, spare man,
with gray hair and gray beard, but his eyes were black as two coals.
Threescore years had been given him of life, and ever since his very
boyhood he had been engaged in getting money. His face was hard and
cold, and even the crafty Jews, whose stalls were about him, and who
worked hard for money, gazed with wonder upon the strange ingenuity
with which the Syndic sometimes emptied the pockets of his spendthrift
customers.

The Syndic of the money-changers looked up and saw that the day was
departing, and turning to his table, he commenced to gather up the money
and ingots that lay there. From a hook by his side he took a large bag
made of camel's hide, and began to scrape the money into it. There was
money of gold, money of silver, and many bars of pure metal direct from
India. When the bag had received all the money, it was of such weight
that Elkader could not move it upon the floor; much less could he lift
it. In fact, it would seem that no man could raise it up, and that only
a cruel man would inflict such a burden upon a mule. When the bag was
secured at the mouth the Syndic turned toward the back of the market, he
called name of Marouf, and thereupon there came forth a black slave, of
such huge proportions, that one who knew him not would have started with
fear. He was ten spans high, and as broad as an ox. He bowed before the
Syndic, and awaited his pleasure.

"Take this bag and follow me," was Elkader's order.

Marouf swung the bag upon his broad shoulders as though it had been
filled with feathers, and then followed his master from the market.
Elkader's house was upon the bank of the Tigris, and though it looked
dark and gloomy from the street, yet within it was furnished with
luxuriant costliness, while the garden in the rear, which extended to
the river, was one of the most beautiful in Bagdad. The Syndic entered
his house, and having procured a lamp, he descended to the cellar,
which was deep and spacious, and in one corner of which was a door so
curiously contrived that it could not be distinguished from the rest of
the wall. This door opened by a secret spring, but Marouf knew not where
it was, for as soon as he had reached the cellar bottom his master set
down his lamp and blindfolded him, and then taking him by the arm, he
led him several times about the place by devious ways, until he came to
the door. Here he touched the secret spring, and the heavy door slowly
swung open, revealing a deep vault beyond, into which the Syndic led his
slave. There were many sacks standing against the walls, like the one
Marouf had just brought in, and all of them seemed well filled. Then on
one side stood a large iron chest; it was seven spans long, four spans
high, and four spans wide, and it was secured by four stout locks of
solid steel.

The slave set down the bag, and then the Syndic led him away, taking
care to close the door behind him. But as soon as Marouf had reached
the hall above, his master returned to the cellar and opened the vault
and went in. He closed the door after him, and then proceeded to unlock
the iron chest, and when he had thrown back the heavy lid the rays of
the lamp were flashed back from a thousand bright jewels that lay there
exposed. Elkader stood a while to feast his eyes upon the immense wealth
the chest contained, and then he proceeded to select certain jewels
which he had come for. He took out a necklace of pearls and a necklace
of rubies, a tiara of diamonds, and several costly rings for the ears
and hands, besides bracelets and brooches. These he concealed within the
bosom of his vest, and then he relocked the chest and went up to his own
private room, where none came unless they were called. Here he placed
the jewels upon a table, and then rang a bell; and shortly afterwards
the door was opened, and a youth who had not seen more than twenty years
of life entered. His name was Assad, and he was Elkader's slave.

Elkader had no especial love for anything on earth save his wealth; yet
he valued Assad next, for among all his slaves this youth was the only
one whom he could implicitly trust to handle his money and his jewels in
his absence. Assad knew the secret of the vault, and he was often sent
there to bring gold and precious stones.

"Assad," spoke the Syndic, "you know Ali Shir, the Syndic of the
merchants?"

"I know him well, my master," replied the youthful slave.

"And you know his house?"

"Very well. I have carried him money several times."

"So I remember. Now listen, Assad: Ali Shir has a son named Hassan,
who is of age in five days from this. He also has a most beautiful
slave girl named Morgiana. She is like the full moon in loveliness, and
her like is not known elsewhere. Hassan has long been enamored of the
handsome slave, and he has demanded her hand in marriage. Ali Shir has
meant her for the caliph, but Hassan is headstrong and eager, and his
father dares not refuse him, so he has promised him Morgiana's hand. You
know the Syndic of the merchants is rich, and he means to bestow upon
the wife of his son a portion befitting the station she is to occupy;
and for this purpose, he has asked of me some jewels with which to adorn
her person. I have selected a quantity here, and you will take them at
once to Ali Shir and let him select such as please him. You will observe
that the prices are attached to each one, and he will pay you for what
he takes ere you come away."

Assad bowed low, in token of obedience, and when the jewels had been
carefully tied up in a piece of soft leather, he took them and hid them
in his bosom, and then turned away from his master's house. Ali Shir's
house was not far from where Elkader lived, but it was on the other side
of the river, and Assad had some distance to walk in order to reach the
bridge. He had not walked far before he noticed that he was closely
followed by some one, but he did not turn, thinking within himself that
when he reached the bridge and turned off to cross he should be alone.
But he was disappointed in this, for when he had gained the bridge he
found his follower still behind him. He turned to see who it was that
thus trod upon his own steps, and by the light of the moon, which then
shone full and clear, he could see that it was an old man, with flowing
white beard, who stooped, from age, but who yet walked nimbly. Assad
lagged in his pace, to see if the old man would not pass him, but the
old man lagged likewise. Then Assad quickened his pace, and thereupon he
that followed did the same. Next Assad stopped, and so did the old man
stop.

"Surely," thought Assad, "this man must know that I carry rich jewels,
and he hopes to rob me of them." So he resolved to speak with him, but
he took the precaution first to place his hand upon the hilt of his
sword.

"Do you follow me for any purpose?" he asked, turning full upon the
stranger.

"I do follow thee," replied the old man, "but I mean thee no harm." His
voice was kind, and Assad was at once assured. "You came from the house
of Elkader, the Syndic of money-changers?"

"I did," answered Assad,

"And you live with him?"

"I am his slave."

"Your name is Assad?"

"Yes."

"You have been with Elkader for some years?"

"Ever since I can remember. My father was his slave before me, I have
been told, though I never saw him."

As Assad thus spoke, the old man drew nigh to him and gazed up into his
face. The youth saw then that he was very old, and that he was clothed
in the garb of a common laborer.

"Is thy master kind to thee?" asked the stranger.

"He has never treated me ill."

"Ah—he knows thy pride and thy worth. He fears, were he to wound the
one, he might lose the other. You do not love him well."

"By Allah, old man, that cannot matter to you; and moreover I am in
haste, for I have business of importance to perform."

"So be it, my son," quickly replied the old man. "But wait while I
give into thy hands a packet, which has been entrusted to my keeping
for thee." As he spoke he placed his hand in his bosom and drew forth
a small packet, which be handed to the youth. "Take it," he continued,
"for it is thine."

"But what means this?" asked Assad, not a little surprised at what had
happened; "Who art thou?"

"I am called Mokanna, though I am of no kin with the one-eyed rebel who
renounced the true God, and raised his accursed hand against the Prince
of the Faithful. If you would seek me ever, you will find me near the
bazaar of the Balsora merchants, where I have a little shop in which I
mend lamps, and other Metallic vessels."

"But what is this?" asked Assad, raising the packet.

"You must find out for yourself."

Thus speaking, the old man turned about, and after watching him until
he was out of sight, Assad pursued his way. When he reached Ali Shir's
house, he found that the merchant had gone out and would not return
until the next day; so he retraced his steps, and when he reached his
master's dwelling, he explained the reason of his bringing back all the
jewels, and at the same time he offered to return them; but the Syndic
said:

"No; keep them till the morrow, and when Ali Shir returns, go you to his
house with them, and if he be not there, go to his shop. I remember now
that Ali told me he thought some of going to his house in the country.
He will be back early."

After this Assad retired and concealed the jewels in his own apartment.
It was nothing new for him thus to have immense sums left in his charge,
for often, when the Syndic was going away to be gone a few days, he
would leave much business in the hands of the trusty stave, and he
always found it faithfully attended to. And hence had Assad always
received better treatment from Elkader's hands than had the others
of the household, for the Syndic was by nature a hard, cruel man, and
his power in the city was great; but he seldom, if ever, allowed his
temper to injure his own interests. He knew that Assad could not bear an
indignity, or suffer wrong a second time from the same hand; so he was
careful towards him.




CHAPTER II.—ASSAD FINDS ALI SHIR—AND SOMETHING MORE.


Table of Contents



As soon as Assad had secured the jewels, he sat down to the table where
he was in the habit of reading and writing—for he kept nearly all of
his master's accounts—and having drawn the lamp near him, he proceeded
to open the packet he had received. He cut the cord, and, when the
leathern case was off, he came to another of blue silk, which was bound
on only by a ribbon. This he easily removed, and within he found a
book-like case of solid gold, profusely set with precious stones. For
a while he gazed upon the rich case with wonder, but he soon noticed a
clasp, and having removed this, the case opened, and Assad beheld the
picture of the most beautiful female face he had ever seen. For a long
while he sat and gazed upon that face ere he could fully realize all
its loveliness. The hair was like the deep night, and the face like a
radiant sun. Upon every feature beauty sat enthroned, and the whole was
a perfect heaven of beauty and purity. The youth continued to gaze until
his head and heart both ached, and then he let the case fall upon the
table. He closed his eyes, but still the face was present to his vision.
He looked upon picture again, and this time he pressed it to his lips,
and murmured a few broken sentences of passionate feeling.

The youth now remembered how he had come by the picture, and he began
to wonder where the old lamp-mender got it. In short, he wondered about
everything connected with the affair, and he prayed that daylight might
come quickly, so that he could go and find the old man.

As soon as sun was up Assad was dressed, and having looked once more upon
the picture, he started off in search of the lamp-mender. He found the
quarter of the merchants of Balsora, and he inquired for Mokanna. He
was directed to the old man's stall, but it was closed, and no one knew
where the lamp-mender lived. Assad waited an hour, but Mokanna did not
come, and, then the youth remembered the business he had to do with Ali
Shir, and he turned unwillingly away, to do his duty. He went to his
apartments and got the jewels, and then proceeded to the dwelling of
the Syndic of the merchants, who had just returned. Assad was at once
conducted to the merchant's private apartment, where the jewels were
produced.

"By Allah!" cried Ali Shir, as he handled over the valuable trinkets,
"these are glorious. Never a queen was adorned with aught more
beautiful."

Assad seconded the laudatory remarks of the merchant, and at length the
jewels were selected, the Syndic having chosen more than half of all the
youth had brought. The price of these was found to be seven thousand
pieces of gold, and upon looking in his coffer, Ali Shir found that he
had not half of that sum with him.

"It is all at my shop," he said.

"I can wait here while you go and bring it," returned Assad; "for my
master bade me bring him the money."

"Certainly. That is just. He who sells is worthy of the price. Remain
you here in this room—here are books to beguile the time—while I go to
my shop and get the money."

So Ali Shir went away, and Assad was left alone. He drew forth the case
from his bosom and opened it, and while he was gazing upon the picture
a door was opened which he had not before noticed, and a female entered
the apartment. Assad looked up, and with a quick cry he started to his
feet. He saw the living counterpart of the picture before him.

But the conduct of the maiden was not less strange, for no sooner
did she see Assad's face than she uttered a low cry, and sank down
insensible. The youth sprang forward and raised the beautiful girl in
his arms and bore her to a seat, and in a moment afterwards she revived.
When she opened her eyes she found Assad bending over her, with one arm
about her waist.

"Who art thou?" she whispered.

"I am Assad, the slave of the Syndic of the money-changers. Now, who art
thou?"

"I am Morgiana, the slave girl of the Syndic of merchants."

"And why did you swoon at the sight of me?" asked Assad.

"Tell me first why you were started upon beholding me," returned
Morgiana, gazing up into the youth's face with an expression so tender
that his heart was gone from him.

Assad reached forth and took the golden case and shewed it to her.

"Here," he said, "is the cause of my emotion. Do you recognize it?"

The maiden took the golden case, and as she saw her own face pictured
therein, she was moved by a powerful emotion. Then she put her hand
within her own bosom, and drew therefrom a case exactly like the one she
held in her hand, and this she handed to Assad. He took it and opened
it, and his emotions may be better imagined than described, when he
found his own likeness contained within, and surely executed by the same
hand which had painted the other.

"Where did you find this?" he asked, as soon as he could command his
speech.

"I have had it four days," she answered. "I was at the shop of a
jeweller, with one of my female companions, when an old man entered,
asking alms. I gave him a piece of silver, and he asked me to raise my
veil, saying at the same time that he could not receive alms from one he
could not see. I raised my veil, for I could not refuse so old a man so
simple a request. As soon as he saw my face he beckoned for me to step
aside, and then he gave me a packet, the covering of which was leather,
neatly stitched up, and told me 'twas sent to me by one who knew me
well. I asked him many questions, but he would answer me nothing; only
he told me his name was Mokanna, and that his shop was near the bazaar
of the Balsora merchants. I have sent my trusty girl there, twice, but
she could not find him. Why did you send it to me?"

"Me?" uttered Assad. "I did not send it!"

"Then who should?" asked Morgiana, wonderingly.

"There is the mystery. Do you not see that you are in the same plight?
Did you send me that?" at the same time pointing to the picture of
herself, which she now held in her hand.

"No, no—as God is most merciful, I did not!"

"Then who should?"

"By Allah! I must answer thee as thou answeredst me—there is the
mystery."

"And is it not most wonderful?" pursued Assad, gazing tenderly into the
maiden's beautiful face.

"It is indeed," replied Morgiana, returning the gaze of the handsome
youth.

"And more than this," added Assad, "I know that these pictures were
never painted in Bagdad. One hand did them both, and you may see from
the curious workmanship of the cases, and from the setting of the
stones, that they were never fashioned here. Such devices are unknown in
Bagdad; and yet, who out of this city can know me, since I was born in
Elkader's house?"

"And I, too was born here," said the maiden; "here in this very house,
if Ali Shir speaks truly. So who should know me?"

"I must see the old man," resumed Assad, "and from him I may gain some
information."

At this juncture they both bowed their heads, and soon an idea which had
escaped Morgiana's mind, came to her; nor is it strange that the thought
should have been present with her, since this was the merchant's most
private apartment, into which none came but by his command, she having
been ordered, on the previous day, to appear here at the present time.

"How gained you access here?" she asked, with much earnestness.

"I came with jewels from which Ali Shir was to select for your bridal
equipment. He had not all the money to pay for them, and he left me here
while he went to his shop to bring it. You are to be wedded with his
son, Hassan."

The youth's voice trembled as he spoke this last sentence, and tears
filled his eyes. Morgiana gazed full upon him, and it was with a mighty
effort that she kept her emotions from overcoming her.

"Would you keep that picture you hold in your hands?" she asked.

Assad gazed upon it. It was the picture of himself.

"No, no," he answered, "for in my mirror I may see it at any moment.
Let me rather have that one which is of right mine, for I cannot live
without it."

"Then take it," the maiden said, at the same time handing him the
semblance of herself. "But I must have the other, for the old man gave
it me, and it is mine."

So Assad gave her the likeness of himself, and she put it away in her
bosom, from whence she had first taken it. Then the youth put the
likeness of the beautiful girl into his bosom, and a tear fell upon his
hand as he did so.

"Will you give your hand to Hassan?" he asked, tremulously.

"And if I should?"

"Then I can only cherish thine image in my heart till the pangs of my
deep love take away my life."

"You do love me then?" faintly murmured Morgiana, striving with all her
might to seem calm.

"O, as the angels love their God, and as the gentle dove loves its mate.
Thy heart shall never know a love more true than mine."

A moment Morgiana gazed into the youth's face, and then her emotions
overcame her, and with one low sob of joy, she fell upon his bosom.
How long they remained thus, neither of them could tell, but they were
aroused by hearing the voice of Ali Shir in the hall, and Morgiana
started to her feet in an instant.

"My master cometh," she cried, "and I must hasten away."

"But how shall I see thee again?" eagerly asked Assad. "O, the merchant
will make thee marry with his son."

"No, no—he shall not. If you cannot see me before, I will plead
indisposition. I will feign some dreadful malady. We can do something.
Go to the shop of Mokanna till you find him. Go seek the old man, and
in the meantime, peace be with thee, and may God, whose name be adored,
smile upon our loves."

Assad pressed the beauteous being once more to his bosom, and having
imprinted a warm kiss upon her pure brow, she darted away, and the youth
had just composed himself, when the merchant entered.

Ali Shir paid down the money, and Assad gathered up the remaining
jewels, and having secured the gold, departed.
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ALL the rest of that day Assad was kept busy with his master in counting
out money, and making up accounts, and though his brain was in a whirl,
yet he made no mistakes. The load of love he carried in his heart was
now a joyous burden, though much anxiety and doubt dwelt with it. It was
not until the shades of night had fairly settled down over the city,
that the youth got his liberty, and then he knew it would be too late to
find Mokanna in his shop, so he put off his visit until the following
morning. When he retired to his own chamber, he took out the picture and
gazed upon it. It seemed as beautiful as ever, but he felt that he had
now seen a face more beautiful than this ideal; yet he cherished the
picture, and in his soul a new being had sprung up into life; the great
fountain had been opened, and there gushed forth those new incentives
which changed at once the whole spirit of his existence. He was no
longer the slave of the Syndic, in soul, and he had resolved that even
the labor of his hands had now a nobler object than such servitude as
had heretofore marked his existence. Various were the plans that passed
through his mind, and they were as vague as were the dreams that came to
him when he slept.

On the next morning Assad was early astir, and without his breakfast
he betook himself to the shop of the lamp-mender, and he had the good
fortune to find the old man in and engaged in mending an old copper lamp.

"You are at work early, good father," said the youth, as he entered the
little shop.

"And you are as early as I," returned Mokanna.

"Ay," resumed Assad, "for I have the utmost reason for it. You gave me a
miniature night before last."

"Ah—was it a miniature I gave thee?"

"Didst thou not know it was?"

"How should I know, since the packet was tightly sewed up ere it was
placed in my hands?"

"But you also gave the same kind of a packet to Morgiana, the slave girl
of Ali Shir."

"I did, my son. And was hers, too, a miniature?"

"Ay, hers was a likeness of myself, though highly flattered, while mine
was a likeness of her, as near as such transcendent loveliness can be
put upon ivory."

"The painter must be wondrous artful who can impress a noble beauty
beyond thine own," said the old man, gazing upon his visitor with a look
of admiration.

"Do not flatter me, good father, but tell me whence came those pictures."

"First tell me if you have seen Morgiana."

"Yes, I saw her yesterday morning."

"And have those pictures been of any effect?"

"Ay, most surely, for her heart is wholly mine, and mine is all her own.
She loves me, for she has confessed it. O, keep me not in suspense, but
tell me whence came those pictures."

"My son, listen to me while I tell you the truth. Who painted those
pictures I know not. They were given to me by an old man in this very
city, and he obtained from me a promise that I would give the one with
the brown leather to Assad, the slave of the Syndic Elkader; and that
the one with yellow leather I would give to Morgiana, the slave of the
Syndic Ali Shir. I have done his bidding, and can tell you no more."

"But you know more than this. Those cases were never made here, nor were
the pictures made here. The devices upon the gold are of Tartar origin,
and the setting of the stones looks like the work of some northern
craftsman."

"Thou art observing, my son, and may perhaps teach me; but at present
seek not to dive into the past. You have enough in the future to occupy
your attention."

"But answer me this," urged Assad, with much eagerness and emotion. "Do
you not know something of the design of those who caused these cases to
be delivered as they have been?"

"I will not deny that, my son."

"Then will you not tell me concerning it?"

Mokanna bowed his head a few moments, and when he again looked up there
was an expression of curious import upon his face.

"Surely, my son," he said, "you are too witty not to see that whoever
sent those pictures, meant that you and Morgiana should become
acquainted with each other; and from such an acquaintance no man would
look for anything but love between such as you. Hence you may reasonably
infer that 'twas meant that you should love the maiden. Had I come to
you and told you of Ali Shir's slave girl, you would never have sought
her, for the mere report of beauty is only to the mind, and cannot
inspire love; but the presence of the fair girl's face, even though in
transcript, appealed at once to the heart, and love was the consequence."

"Ay, most aged father, you speak truly when you say that love was the
consequence; but do you realize that the next consequence must be death,
if our loves be not consummated in a more perfect union?"

"I understand that," replied Mokanna.

"And yet we are far separated. Morgiana is affianced to the son of the
richest merchant in Bagdad, and I am but a simple slave."

"Yet Morgiana is not higher in station than thou. She, too, is a slave,
and her master is not so wealthy as thine. But that there is difficulty
I will not deny. You have some obstacles to overcome, but firmness and
decision may accomplish your purpose."

Assad bowed his head and pondered. He felt assured that the old man
knew more than he chose to tell, but he would not question him more. He
understood that some strange fate had thrown Morgiana in his way, but
whence came this fate he could not conceive, nor did he choose further
to pry into the mystery at present. "My life I willingly stake in the
enterprise," he said to himself, "and until Morgiana is mine, my life
belongs to my fate, and a breath may sweep it away if need be." Thus
resolving he turned to Mokanna, and said:
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