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  Introduction




  In the ancient Egyptian religion, Seth is the evil god who out of jealousy slays his brother Osiris, the good god of agriculture, to seize the throne. Isis, the goddess wife of Osiris, then searches everywhere to recover the pieces of her husband’s body and secretly raises their son Horus, who eventually challenges his uncle. Seth is, however, also the god of the desert and therefore a benevolent champion of desert dwellers like the traditionally nomadic Kel Tamasheq, better known as the Tuareg. The world-renowned, Libyan, Tuareg author Ibrahim al-Koni, who writes in Arabic, has drawn on the tension between these two opposing visions of Seth to create a novel that also provides a vivid account of daily life in a Tuareg oasis.




  Isan, the protagonist of The Seven Veils of Seth, is either Seth himself or a latter-day avatar. A desert-wandering seer and proponent of desert life, he settles for an extended stay in a fertile oasis, where he adopts a tomb’s vault as his domicile. If Jack Frost, the personification of the arrival of winter, were to visit a tropical rain forest, the results might be similarly disastrous. Isan first upsets the good citizens of the oasis by substituting a she-ass for the usual camel as his mode of transport and by rejecting their offers of hospitality. He is surprised bathing naked, without even his typical Tuareg man’s veil, in the spring-fed pond that serves the oasis, by six young beauties, each the spouse or sweetheart of a local notable. These six belles both captivate and infuriate him, and he swears revenge. Not surprisingly, since this is a novel by Ibrahim al-Koni, infanticide, uxoricide, serial adultery, betrayal, metamorphosis, murder by a proxy animal, ordinary murder, and a life-threatening chase through the desert all figure in the plot, although the novel is also an existential reflection on the purpose of human life.




  If Isan, alias Seth, is a demonic antihero, his two main antagonists are the chief of the oasis (and, so, arguably Osiris) and a younger man who plays the fool, the village idiot. He resembles Horus and Jesus. The idiot is not Prince Myshkin in Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, Satanic Isan is not Dostoevsky’s killer Rogozhin, and the novel’s climactic murder does not duplicate that of The Idiot, but there are enough similarities between the two novels to add a level of meaning. Another Russian novel that may serve as a reference point for The Seven Veils of Seth is Mikhail Artsybashev’s Sanin, in which the plot is also driven by the arrival of a Satanic outsider, in this case Sanin, in a relatively harmonious, provincial community. Nicholas Luker says, “Sanin rests on its hero’s unexpected arrival and departure. . . . We may even conclude that the name Sanin suggests Satanin . . . and thus Satan himself.”2 Luker also remarks on “Sanin’s uninhibited sexual behavior. . . .” It becomes clear in The Seven Veils of Seth that the desert god of sterility also takes a personal interest in fertility.




  Ibrahim al-Koni typically layers allusions in his works as if he were an artist adding a suggestion of depth to a painting by applying extra washes. Tuareg folklore, Egyptian mythology, Russian literature, and medieval European thought elbow each other for room on the page. One might expect a novel called The Seven Veils of Seth to be a heavy-handed allegory. Instead, the reader is left wondering. The truth is elusive, a mirage pulsing at the horizon.




  Nomadic pastoralism has been part of the self-definition of the Kel Tamsheq or Tuareg people for at least two thousand years but has been threatened for the last fifty years by diverse forces including severe and extended droughts, the rise of national governments that wish to define national borders and to impose public education on all children, the over-grazing of goats, the abolition of slavery, television, and globalization. The call of the nomadic life – of a life of endless existential quest – is a central issue of The Seven Veils of Seth and of the companion novel Anubis, although al-Koni makes it clear that many nomads live in cities today and work for multinational corporations, which transfer them from state to state or country to country. Personal growth through destabilization is the goal that the benevolent side of Seth encourages, not simply a return to the good old days of Saharan camel caravans, which were an innovation in their time. A second major issue in The Seven Veils of Seth is the curious interplay that one finds in daily life between good and evil. If someone who hates you saves your life, should you be grateful? Is it fair to use data collected when someone did you a favor to lobby against him later in an unrelated case? If God is so good as to bring good even out of evil, should we thank God for Satanic demons like Seth?




  Although al-Koni’s novels Anubis, The Seven Veils of Seth, and Lawn al-La‘na (The Color of the Curse), which were published in Arabic in this sequence, do not constitute a trilogy, each is an inquiry into the overlap in human existence between good and evil. In The Seven Veils of Seth, the hero is described as a mirror that shows a malevolent face to a bad person and a benevolent one to a good fellow. In Lawn al-La‘na, the protagonist is such a troubled and thoroughly evil character that the interesting ambiguity of the complex interactions of good and evil in the two previous novels is lost. Read as a series, though, the three novels make it clear that al-Koni is exploring aspects of human nature and not launching into some reprise of Pharaonic culture.




  The author asked the translator to use an alternative title (The Seven Veils of Seth) in place of an English translation of the original Arabic title al-Bahth ‘An al-Makan al-Da’i‘, (translated on the Arabic text’s cover in English as In Search of the Lost Place). The author has explained to the translator that the Arabic title was a reference to A la recherche du temps perdu by Marcel Proust. The quest for the lost paradise of the oasis Waw is a frequent theme of works by al-Koni, including this novel. An alternative title for this novel in English then would be “Paradise Lost.” Here the Satanic Seth attempts to help us oasis-dwellers find our way back to Eden. Or, does he?




  William M. Hutchins




  




  About the Author




  Ibrahim al-Koni, winner of the 2005 Mohamed Zafzaf Award for the Arabic Novel and the 2008 Shaikh Zayed Book Prize, was born in Libya in 1948. A Tuareg who writes in Arabic, he spent his childhood in the desert and learned to read and write Arabic when he was twelve. After working for the Libyan newspapers Fazzan and al-Thawra, he studied comparative literature at the Gorky Institute in Moscow, where he also worked as a journalist. In Warsaw he edited a Polishlanguage periodical as-Sadaqa, which published translations of short stories from Arabic, including some of his own. Since 1993 he has lived in Switzerland. Of his sixty works, his novels The Bleeding of the Stone, Anubis, and Gold Dust have been published in English translation. At least six of his titles have appeared in French, and at least ten are available in German translation. Representative works by al-Koni are available in approximately thirty-five languages, including Japanese.




  Juan Goytisolo in Le Nouvel Observateur (September 9, 1998) referred to Ibrahim al-Koni as a great artist whose works deserve to be known by European readers and remarked on the inexorable way that his characters move from bad to worse, since the final disaster comes as a surprise that seems in retrospect inevitable. Jean-Pierre Péroncel-Hugoz in a review in Le Monde (11 October 2002) greeted the release in French translation of L’Oasis cachée with praise for the universal significance of a work truly presaging the emergence of Arabic literature from its “Oriental rut.”




  Ibrahim al-Koni’s works have already become the subject of papers at scholarly conferences and of M.A. theses in various parts of the world. Awarded a Libyan state prize for literature and art in 1996, he has received prizes in Switzerland in 1995, 2001, and 2005 for his books as well as the literary prize of the Canton of Bern. He was awarded a prize from the Franco-Arab Friendship Committee in 2002 for L’Oasis cachée.




  The Tuareg are pastoral nomads who speak Tamasheq, a Berber language written in an ancient alphabet and script called Tifinagh. They are distributed through desert and Sahel regions of parts of Libya, Algeria, Mali, Niger, and Nigeria. An estimate from 1996 put their numbers at one million and a half. Their affiliation with Islam has been enriched by a vibrant mythology and folklore, which Ibrahim al-Koni links with that of ancient Egypt. The Tamasheq language is also related to ancient Egyptian. The goddess Tanit, revered in ancient Carthage, was once worshiped by the Tuareg along with the male sun god Ragh. Traditional Tuareg society has been marked by caste divisions between nobles, vassals, blacksmiths, and slaves. Tuareg men are famous for wearing veils. Women do not normally wear veils but have head-cloths.




  Ibrahim al-Koni has made a name for himself in contemporary Arabic literature, even though he is an outsider, a Tuareg who began life as a nomad. His works are remarkable for telling tales that blend folklore, ancient myths, and vivid descriptions of daily desert and oasis life with existential questions that directly challenge the reader.
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  Main Characters




  Isan , also known as Seth, the jenny master, Wantahet, and the strategist: a desert wanderer




  Ewar, chief or headman of the descent group living at the oasis




  Edahi, oasis fool or idiot




  Elelli, oasis sage




  Yazzal, oasis diviner




  Amghar, chief merchant of the oasis




  Emmar, oasis warrior




  The Six Belles or Water Nymphs:




  Taddikat, spouse of Yazzal




  Tafarat, spouse of Amghar




  Tahala, spouse of Elelli




  Tamanokalt, spouse of Ewar




  Tamuli, spouse of Emmar




  Temarit, sweetheart of Edahi




  





  




  These two series of generations accordingly, the one of Cain, the other of Seth, represent the two cities in their distinctive ranks, the [latter] one the heavenly city, which sojourns on earth, the other the earthly, which gapes after earthly joys, and grovels in them as if they were the only joys.




  Augustine, City of God, 15:15




  *




  Since God is the highest good, He would not allow any evil to exist in His works, unless His omnipotence and goodness were such as to bring good even out of evil.




  Augustine, Enchiridion, XI




  *




  This is part of the infinite goodness of God, that He should allow evil to exist, and out of it produce good. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Q. 2, Art. 3, Reply Objection 1




  *




  I declare that I know not which is preferable – a disadvantage which proves to be a benefit, or an advantage which proves to be a hindrance.




  Michelangelo, [“To Pope Clement VII in Rome,” January 1524] The Letters of Michelangelo1




  





  PART I Section 1: The Visitor




  




  1 The Strategist




  The shadowy figures of travelers, who might bring either rain or harm to the community, always seemed portentous. So they consulted the diviner about the newcomer’s intentions, even before concern spread through the oasis, but the diviner – in a way typical of this miserable fraternity who are unable to satisfy people’s curiosity, even though people cannot dispense with them – merely sparked more curiosity with his murky sayings, which resembled riddles and puzzles.




  The inhabitants of the oasis would not have been skeptical about the stranger’s doings, had he not aroused their suspicions with his conduct, for normally they hastened to welcome visitors and to shower them with displays of generosity, commencing with the slaughter of livestock, continuing with evening festivities, and concluding by shackling them with marriage to their daughters. They had attempted to employ the same ruses with this suspect wayfarer. Eventually they dispatched the fool, in the hope of obtaining a reading on the situation, since they had adopted the ancient tradition of utilizing a fool as their trusted messenger. They were convinced that strangers are by nature mysterious, secretive individuals, who conceal more than they reveal. Otherwise, they would never have set out across the deserts and would never have chosen to join the ranks of foreigners. Whenever their fools failed, they sent a sage. If he failed as well, they dispatched to the cunning fellow the scion of all the cunning of the oasis and perhaps of the entire desert: the diviner.




  The stranger outwitted the entire string of investigators this time, however, thus increasing the apprehensions of the people and the anxieties of the elders. When the nobles consulted the diviner, he volunteered a cryptic statement of the sort that diviners favor: “Each day I grow ever more certain that not for no reason at all does a man travel great distances to seek what a mirage conceals.” Then Elelli added a clearer summary of the encounter: “There’s more here than meets the eye; so, beware!” The fool Edahi said what no one else did, although his remark disgusted both the elders and the common folk: “I’ll tell you the truth. The best thing you can do is to kill him tonight.”




  





  




  2 The Women




  He found the spring at the southwestern edge of the oasis. Shocked by the sight of the abundant water, which was ringed round with rude, earthen dikes, he slipped out of his clothes, pulled off his veil, and – without even meaning to – threw himself into the tempting pool. With his hands and feet he created a turbulence that disturbed the stillness of the water and the silence of the grove, which was surrounded by lofty palm trees interspersed with unfamiliar shrubs. From the fields wafted some unseen fruit’s mysterious scent, which tickled his nostrils, although he could not identify it.




  The water on his skin felt delightful: cool, soft, and as smooth as a beautiful woman’s body. He ducked his head, and the flood covered him completely. The heavenly spring rocked him; he enjoyed submersion in the water and succumbed to the intoxication. When he thrust his head up suddenly from the depths to gasp for air, he heard a confidential whispering. He listened carefully for a moment, but silence returned, blanketing the whole area. After inhaling greedily, he found himself repeating involuntarily: “How delightful! Why haven’t the idiotic wise men of the desert ever told us that water’s embrace is more delightful than women’s?”




  He was starting to submerge once more when the whispering started again. He discerned a feminine timbre to it. He listened for a time, but the voices fell silent and stillness prevailed, interrupted only by the cooing of a dove and the chirring of grasshoppers. He disappeared again, surrendering to the mysterious deeps, as vague insights were awakened in his consciousness. From the body of water he received a forgotten message. He strove to crack the talisman protecting it, but this was difficult. He struggled and did not give up. He almost succeeded, for consciousness’ smoldering coal flared up so that darkness was dispersed and existence was convulsed by a prophecy, but a commotion spoiled everything. He shot to the surface to find a row of beauties above him. He was unsure whether they were human beauties or beautiful jinn. They traded jests with a boldness unknown among the women of the desert and winked at one another with a coquettishness in which virginal bashfulness was not totally overshadowed by traces of the seduction of wanton hussies or even of the temptation of the women singers of whose audacity visitors from distant lands had provided him legendary accounts. They were haughty and uncannily similar in physique and height, and perhaps even in rank. They had beautiful faces, fair complexions, and large black eyes – like gazelles’ – that sparkled with promise, seduction, and passion. They wore wraps that concealed their towering bodies but revealed the contours of their full, curvaceous rumps. So he decided to jest: “Do I see female jinn or beautiful women?”




  They all laughed again, and their bodies swayed back and forth, as if dancing at a celebration of the full moon. They so dazzled his eyes that he whispered some advice to himself: “Had no beautiful woman ever entered the desert, it would have been preferable to put your head under the water and keep it there forever.”




  One of them, in a lilting voice, asked, “Why do you doubt we’re human?”




  Without any hesitation he answered, as he plowed through the water, “Your beauty!”




  They echoed in unison, “Beauty?”




  Even so, he replied with the wiles of a man well acquainted with women, “Not merely your beauty, but your similarity. You resemble each other like female jinn.”




  “Like female jinn?”




  They laughed merrily, and then the woman with the seductive voice suggested, “You speak about the female jinn as if you belonged to that nation.”




  “I’m not a jinni, but my first wife was one.”




  They cried out with genuine curiosity, “Really?”




  Then they started laughing again as they leaned their alluring figures over the bank of the spring. One of them requested, “Tell us about the female jinn. What are they like?”




  In her eyes he saw a seductive look that no man experienced with women could have missed. He asked, “Do you mean in bed?”




  They all laughed with genuine gaiety and for the first time blushed in embarrassment. So he decided to push the game one step further: “I’ve never found anyone to equal them in bed. They’re like blazing fire.”




  The area resounded with their boisterous, flirtatious laughter, which no longer hid its bashfulness or seduction. He observed then that they were a covey of six beauties, each so comparable in allure and stature that it was hard to tell them apart. He seized the opportunity afforded by their mirth to ask, “Are you sisters?”




  More than one responded, “Of course not!”




  “As you know, I’m a stranger in this settlement, and the stranger is always entitled to consideration from the resident.”




  “Speak!”




  “I want to hear you sing at an evening party.”




  One replied, “We’re singers by profession. What good would we be if we didn’t sing for men?”




  He added mischievously, “A belle is only beautiful if she recites poetry. A belle is only beautiful if she slips into the bedchamber.”




  Some laughed but others said, “It’s not right for a man who has just made shocking remarks to ask women to sing.”




  “Shocking?”




  “Didn’t you say – moments ago – that water’s embrace is more delightful than a beautiful woman’s?”




  He disappeared into the water to seek prophetic inspiration to deliver him from this crisis. Then he said, “That was the tongue of the desert dweller speaking, not mine.”




  “The desert dweller’s tongue?”




  “Thirst’s tongue.”




  “Thirst’s tongue?”




  “A person who has never known the fire of the desert doesn’t understand the meaning of water; so forgive me.”




  The woman with the seductive voice said, “Before you obtain our forgiveness, I have a piece of advice for you.”




  “I’m all ears.”




  “Never insult a woman, not even in private.”




  “You’re right!”




  “Do you know why?”




  “I’m all ears.”




  “Just as the birds carry seditious talk to a leader, the air is charged with carrying insults to a woman.”




  “Are you a diviner?”




  “Every woman is a diviner. A woman is instinctively a diviner.”




  “You’re right, so right. I swear I’ll have to figure out how to repay you for this counsel, because advice is more precious than a pot of gold. That’s true even if it’s from the mouth of a fool; so, what then if it’s from the tongue of a beautiful woman?”




  “Are you a poet?”




  “Everyone in the desert is a poet; why ask?”




  “Because the only appropriate recompense for a woman is praise in verses that tribes broadcast and that subsequent generations repeat. Similarly, there is no punishment for a woman more harmful than mocking her in an ode that’s repeated by every tongue and enjoyed by the tribes.”




  He responded admiringly, “You’re right, so right.”




  The woman with the seductive voice approached him and introduced herself: “I’m Tafarat.”




  She stepped back so her companion could introduce herself: “My name’s Temarit.”




  She stepped aside so her neighbor could present herself: “My name’s Tamanokalt.”




  She drew back so the woman next to her could introduce herself: “My name is Tahala.”




  She stepped back so her neighbor could come forward: “My name’s Tamuli.”




  She stepped back so her friend could introduce herself: “My name is Taddikat.”




  Silence prevailed. The dove stopped its cooing and the grasshoppers quieted their refrain. Then the stranger said, “My name is Isan!”




  More than one of the covey exclaimed: “Isan! What a name!”




  Then the proud beauty who had given her name as Temarit moved forward to say, “May I give you another piece of advice?”




  When he nodded his bare head, she declared, “Be careful never to expose your head in a woman’s presence again.”




  He was quick to defend himself: “I thought it shameful for a man to remove his veil in the desert, but not in the water.”




  Temarit stepped back while Tamanokalt moved forward to elucidate the saying’s secret meaning: “If men realized how repulsive their faces are, they would never take their veils off.”




  “What?”




  “Their faces resemble camels’.”




  “Camel faces?”




  She stepped back so Tahala could add: “And their ears resemble donkeys’.”




  “Donkey ears?”




  She retreated, and Tamuli stepped forward to continue: “And their noses are birds’ beaks.”




  “Birds’ beaks?”




  She withdrew, and Tafarat presented herself to sum up: “Aren’t camel faces, donkey ears, and bird beaks a handicap for you?”




  Initially upset, he responded, “A handicap . . . a great handicap.”




  “Avoid letting a woman see you without your veil, because she will despise you even if you fashion a palace for her in your heart and have enough children by her to populate the desert.”




  Silence reigned again. They fetched their jugs to fill with water from the spring. First Tamuli bent over the pool. A black plait of her hair escaped from her wrap’s confinement to swing seductively through the air. In fact, it fell into the water. He crept toward her, as if to help fill the jug, but instead seized the braid in his hands, clasping it between his palms. A daring strategist well acquainted with women, he squeezed it till water sprayed out. He closed his fingers around it and affectionately fondled it. Then he leaned down to kiss it, inhaling its fragrance. Closing his eyes he said, as though to himself, “I never dreamt there were retem blossoms in the oases.”




  In a whisper like the rustling of northern breezes caressing the plumes of the retem bushes, she replied: “In the oases, there are flowers more fragrant than retem blossoms.”




  “You are a jinni!”




  Whispering once more, she told him, “A man’s favorite perfume is a woman’s scent, not a retem’s.”




  He clung to the plait and pressed it against his damp chest with an audacity ill-becoming a visitor who had only just entered an alien sanctuary. He had a strong incentive, however, for the inaccessible mystery guiding his steps granted him a prophetic insight that women tend to be animated and spontaneous with strangers but cautious and inhibited around kinsmen. Thus, he acted spontaneously, since he was certain the young women’s temperaments would not shine forth unless his did. Generally speaking, women are like dolls that are animated only when we manipulate them, when we show them how, for woman is a paste more malleable in a man’s hands than dough. He can transform her into a nun or an artiste, perhaps because her spirit is contained within man’s spirit. For this reason, no woman is corrupt unless a man corrupts her, and no woman is virtuous, unless a man has rendered her so.




  She bent over him, inundating him with her perfume, her genuine perfume, the fragrance of a woman – not that of retem blossoms – a fragrance that fells a man rather than anesthetizes him. This perfume, which turns some men into heroes and others into villains, can perfect life or lead to insanity. It can create life or extinguish it. This is the feminine scent. A beautiful woman’s fragrance is life-saving when she wishes and fatal when she so decrees. It can animate dead bones if she chooses to offer herself, but slays the entire world if she decides to withhold herself.




  A full breast escaped from her garment. She had leaned over so long that her virginal breast had lost patience and rebelled, jiggling and slipping down, liberating itself from its humble shelter. What he first saw was the nipple, which was bulging, promising, and as large as a date. It crowned her white, tantalizing, rounded breast, as if planning to escape or to liberate itself by swelling into a new breast atop the old. Sweating profusely, he went crazy and reached out to caress the full nipple that clung to the generous, bulging breast. Then an intoxicated moan escaped from the beauty: a deep, audible groan like the sorrowful lament in a hymn of longing. He drew back and responded to the water’s surge with an inaudible remark. The beauty raised her jug from the pool and stood proudly by the spring. She cast her gaze far away, toward the tops of the palms in distant fields, before asking, “Do you realize why the Law stipulated that man should cover his head with a veil?”




  “When the priestess speaks, the world can but listen.”




  “It’s because man’s most vulnerable point is his mouth, whereas woman’s is her body.”




  “I think I’ve heard a saying like this before.”




  “Since the Law proclaims it, not I, how could you have escaped hearing it?”




  “But I heard no reference to the mouth in the lesson you gave me a short time ago.”




  “We didn’t discuss the mouth, because our goal was to skirt the mouth. We did not mention the mouth, because we were obliged to circle the mouth and discuss its milieu, because a discussion of the mouth would have been an attack on its sanctity, or so the Law decrees.”




  “An image! A sign! The language of the Law is metaphorical. This is another proof that I hit the mark when I called you offspring of the jinn, not the daughters of human beings.”




  “What is the Law save words of advice from the jinn to the desert’s inhabitants?”




  “Really?”




  “Have you forgotten that Mandam, the desert people’s forefather, wasn’t expelled from Waw until the day his mouth devoured a fruit from the orchard?”




  “Oh . . . Mandam. . . .”




  “The mouth is the weak spot that led to our expulsion from the orchard and turned our world into a desert. Do you know the status of the mouth in customary law?”




  “I’m not a diviner; how would I know?”




  “A man’s mouth is comparable in every respect to the secret a woman conceals between her legs.”




  Silence reigned. He gazed at the faces of the other beauties and saw they really were a troupe of female jinnis. He submerged his body in the water. He dove to conceal not merely his body but head, face, and mouth. He decided to safeguard his mouth by hiding it beneath the water so the torrent would create a veil from its flow, but he heard the she-jinni say, “The mouth is man’s weak spot. Beware!”




  He dove into the water and disappeared up to his shoulders, neck, ears, and eyes. Then he submerged his whole head. He vanished, and the veil was complete, the veil of water. He held his breath and kept still for a protracted period. He swallowed some water but held his breath as long as he could. Then he sprang up to gulp in the air voraciously. He staggered and tumbled back before gaining his balance. He started to suck in air through his mouth and nostrils again, filling his chest. On discovering that the troupe of beauties had vanished, he assumed they really were children of the spirit world. He remembered what the priestess had said about man’s weak spot and laughed. He guffawed tipsily, reveling in the laughter. Then . . . then, rage overwhelmed him. At first he could not think why. Soon he discovered the reason. He wanted Tamuli and she desired him too. She liked his audacity but would not forgive his restraint. So she had decided to punish him, to avenge herself on him. Thus she had recited the myth of the mouth, of the weak spot, and of the grandfather banished from Waw because of the morsel he had stolen from the orchard. She had decided to mock him in front of her companions in order to humiliate and punish him for cowardice. She had decided to say he had no right to reach a hand into woman’s orchard unless he was certain he was capable of plucking the fruit, because woman is like an enemy territory, which you do not raid unless you possess the courage to kill, because otherwise you will be killed. She had in effect told him: “Woman, too, is an arena where you will definitely meet defeat unless you resolve from the beginning to conquer.” He had unintentionally insulted her with his idiotic response and had revealed his ignorance of the secrets of passion to the covey accompanying her.




  Choked with rage, he beat the water with both hands. Then, hoping they would hear his maxim, he shouted as loudly as he could: “Hear my law, wretched spawn of the jinn: Unless a man bares his weak spot to a beauty, he will never win her.” He guffawed with insane laughter while slapping the water.




  3 The Water




  Singing water’s praises, he crawled out of the spring and remembered the last time he had plunged into a torrent. That had been when the Amehru Ravine had flooded in the Tassili region, more than a year before. He chanted an ancient song in which the poet praised his master – water – in recondite verses. He had previously chanted these refrains repeatedly without ever discerning their secret meaning as clearly as he did now on emerging from the spring-fed pool. He said, “The bard was right to take water for his Beloved, since it’s the only entity that traverses the heavens to fall subsequently to the pits, inundating even the darkest, most remote areas. It cleanses itself in lights supernal and returns to hide in the lowlands. It explores the unknown as a creator when it turns to vapor and returns to earth as a created object when it becomes visible.” Then he asked aloud, “Who are you, water?” He answered, “Like us, water, you’re on a journey. Like us, you are launched on your migration by a fire. Like us, you recuperate by regaining the homeland.” He lay down under a palm tree and murmured the ancient song for a while. Then he observed, “Fire makes us fathers. Water makes us mothers.” He hoisted himself on his elbows and watched dusk’s flood spill over the calm pool, dazzling the eye with a captivating, golden reflection. Two lovers – the sky’s light and the earth’s water – exchanged a playful and meaningful look. This flirtation continued for a time till prophecy gushed forth in his heart. He grinned with a strategist’s malice and then muttered, “Beloved of long standing, I will fulfill my pledge to you. With your assistance, master, I will wreak vengeance, since vengeance is not really punishment unless our master water plays a part.” He inhaled the scent of the field – of the trees, mud, oasis crops and of the humidity that perfumed the air – until he felt dizzy. He laughed quietly before reaching in his kit to extract a dismal-looking cloth. Dropping it on his lap, he focused on his singing again. He leaned over the piece of fabric, never ceasing his mysterious refrain. Like the forest-land priests who never execute their mysterious rites without first reciting spells, he swayed back and forth to the haunting melody as he gazed at the surface of the nearby pool. He reached for the cloth and held it by the end so the rows of charms printed in white lines across the cloth were visible. These had faded, either from wear or perhaps from long exposure to the desert’s sunlight. When he fastened this end to his forehead, another amulet was visible in the veil’s “tongue.” This charm was stuffed into a case made of an unusual type of leather, which was also embossed with magical symbols. He began to wrap this alarming veil around his head as he intoned mysterious lingo like forest dwellers’ cant. Then he fell silent and reminded himself privately that the time had come for him to draw on his inner reserves and to twist his serpentine veil around his head to hide from the world his ears, which the shrew had recently likened to donkey ears. Women are descended from such a wily creature! Anyone who thought he could hide something from this community, even once, was a fool a thousand times over. The beauty had perspicaciously and instantly observed what he had concealed from mankind for ages. She had immediately seen his ears and had similarly discovered his tail. She had not seen the tail hiding behind his back or the one lurking between his thighs; she had glimpsed his real tail, his secret tail, his tail that had eluded the most cunning analysts. From that day forward, he would admit that woman is the mistress of cunning and the sovereign of all tacticians. She had been right to say: “Man should not expose his head.” When he exposes his head he actually exposes his intentions. A man who exposes his intentions is not a man or – for that matter – a woman. The head is man’s vulnerable point, not because it is crowned with the two horns that fools perceive as ears, but because it hides secrets. It hides thoughts, which – should they be laid bare – will reveal his true vulnerability. The concealed weak point is in the mouth, in the tongue, in the mystery that hides within the tongue. It is not the same as the body’s weak spot, which dangles between the thighs. Glory to the veil! Veils truly are glorious, because a message needs a veil. Prophecy would not be prophecy unless concealed behind a veil.
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