



[image: Cover Image]





THE WILL OF THE WANDERER


Rose of the Prophet


Volume Two


TRACY HICKMAN AND MARGARET WEIS


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Foreword


Look where you will, bold adventurer, for as far as the eye can see, there is nothing.


You stand near the Well of Akhran, a large oasis located in the center of the great Pagrah desert. This is the last water you will find between here and the Kurdin Sea, which lies to the east. The rest of the party, delighting in the first signs of life they have seen after two days of travel through rolling, empty dunes, revels in the shady greenness, lounging beneath the date palms, dabbling their feet and hands in the cool water that bubbles up from somewhere underground. You, however—by nature restless and wandering—are already tired of this place and pace about, eager to leave and continue your journey. The sun is dipping down in the west and your guide has decreed that you must spend the night riding, for no one crosses the stretch of desert to the east, known as the Sun’s Anvil, during the hours of daylight.


You look to the south. The landscape unfolds before you, an endless expanse of windswept granite whose broad, brownish, reddish monotony is occasionally relieved by touches of green: the feathery-limbed tamarisk, the tall acacia, man-shaped cacti, scrub pine, thorn trees, and clumps of a silvery-green grass (which your camels love to eat) that springs up in odd and unexpected places. Continue traveling to the southwest and you will enter the land of Bas—a land of contrast, a land of huge cities of vast wealth and primitive tribes, skulking on the plains.


Glancing to the north, you see more of the same monotonous windswept land. But well-traveled as you are, you know that if you journey several hundred miles north, you will eventually leave the desert behind. Entering into the foothills of the Idrith mountains, you follow a pass between the Idrith and the Kich ranges and arrive at a well-traveled highway built of wood over which rolls innumerable wagons and carts, all heading still farther north for the magnificent Kasbah of Khandar, the once-great capital city of the land known as Tara-kan.


Irritably slapping your camel stick against your leg, you glance about to see that your guides are loading the girba, the waterskins, onto the camels. It is nearly time to leave. Turning to the east, you look in the direction you are to travel. The patches of green grow less and less, for that way lies the eerily singing, shifting white sands, known appropriately as the Sun’s Anvil. Beyond those dunes to the east, so it is told, is a vast and locked ocean—the Kurdin Sea.


Your guide has informed you that it has another name. Among the desert nomads it was once known scornfully as the Water of the Kafir—the unbeliever—since they had never seen it and therefore assumed that it existed only in the minds of the city-dwellers. Any statement made within the hearing of a nomad that he believes to be a lie is received with the caustic remark, “No doubt you drink the Water of the Kafir as well!”


You are sorry not to have seen any of these fierce spahi—the nomadic desert horse riders—for you have heard many tales of their daring and courage. When you mention this to your guide, he coolly replies that though you do not see them, they see you, for this is their oasis and they know who comes to its banks and who goes.


“You have paid well for the privilege of using their water, Effendi.” Your guide gestures to where the servants are spreading out a fine blanket upon the sand near the banks of the lake, heaping it with gold and semiprecious gems, baskets of dates and melons brought from the cool lands to the north. “There,” he says in a low voice, pointing. “You see?”


You turn swiftly. A tall sand dune to the east marks the beginning of the Sun’s Anvil. Standing upon that dune, silhouetted against the emptiness of the sky behind them, are four figures. They ride horses—even from this distance you can appreciate the magnificence of their animals. Their haiks—or head cloths—are black, their faces are shrouded in black masks. You wave to them, but they neither move not respond.


“What would have happened had we not paid their tribute?” you ask.


“Ah, Effendi, instead of you drinking the blood of the desert, it is the desert who would be drinking your blood.”


Nodding, you look back, only to see the dune is once more barren and empty. The nomads have vanished.


Your guide hurries off, shouting at the servants, the sight obviously having disquieted him. Your eyes—aching from the glare of the sun off the sand—turn westward to find rest.


Here a line of red rock hills thrusts abruptly out of the desert, looking as if some gigantic hand had reached down and dragged them up out of the ground. This is country you left two days ago and you think back on it fondly. Icy-cold streams meander through the hills, to finally lose their way in the hot sand. Grass grows in abundance on the hillsides, as do juniper trees, tall pines, cedar, willows, and bushes and shrubs of all description. Entering the hills was, at first, a welcome relief after traversing the desert land that lies between these foothills and the mountains of Kich. But you soon found that the hills are—in their way—every bit as eerie and forbidding as the desert.


Jagged cliffs of red rock, whose very redness is enhanced by the contrasting green of the trees, soar into the overcast skies. Gray-white clouds hang over them, trailing long wisps of rain that drag across the hilltops. The wind howls among the crags and crevices, the chill streams rush wildly over smooth rocks as though they know their destination is the desert and are trying in vain to escape their destiny. Occasionally, upon a hillside, you can see a patch of white that moves across the green grass in an odd, undulating, flowing motion—a flock of sheep being driven to new pasture by the sheepherding nomads who dwell in this region; nomads who—you understand—are distantly related to those you have just seen.


Your guide hastens back with word that all is ready. You cast a final look about your surroundings and notice—not for the first time—the most unusual phenomenon in this strange landscape. Immediately behind you stands a small hill. It has no business being in the desert; it is sadly out of place and appears to have been left behind when the bigger hills ran off to play in the west. As if to further emphasize the hill’s incongruity, your guide has told you that a plant growing on this hill grows nowhere else in the desert, or in the world for that matter.


Before you leave, you walk over to examine the plant. It is an ugly, lethal-looking species of cactus. Squat, with fat, bulbous, pointed-tip leaves, it sprouts slender needles that must leap out at their victim, for you swear that you do not go near the plant, yet you find—when you look down—the wicked-looking thorns sticking in the tops of your boots.


“What is the name of this abhorrent cactus?” you ask, plucking out thorns.


“It is called the Rose of the Prophet, Effendi.”


“What a beautiful name for something so hideous!” you remark, astonished.


Your guide shrugs and says nothing. He is a city-dweller, uncomfortable in this place and impatient to leave. You look again at the strange hill in the middle of the desert and at the even stranger plant growing on the hill—the ugly plant with the beautiful, romantic name.


The Rose of the Prophet.


There must be a story here, you think as you rejoin the waiting caravan.


There is, fellow wanderer, and I—the meddah—will tell it to you.
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THE BOOK OF THE GODS




Chapter 1


The universe, as everyone knows, is a huge twenty-faceted jewel that revolves around Sul, Truth, the center. The Jewel rotates on an axis that has Good at the top and Evil at the bottom. The twenty facets of the Jewel are made up of connecting triangles, each triangle sharing sides with four other triangles. The nexus of their sides—the points on the Jewel—number twelve and represent the twelve philosophies of Sul. The positive philosophies—Good (at the top), Mercy, Faith, Charity, Patience and Law—are balanced by the negative—Evil (at the bottom), Intolerance, Reality, Greed, Impatience, and Chaos. Each of the twenty Gods combines three of these philosophies to make up one facet of Sul. Thus each God reflects a different facet of the Center’s Truth.


Five Gods at the top touch the axis of Good. These are the Gods of Light. Five Gods at the bottom touch the axis of Evil. These are the Gods of Darkness. Ten Gods exist in the middle, touching both Light and Darkness. These are the Neutral Gods.


When the world of Sularin was first created, it glowed brightly in the universe because each God remained joined to his fellows and Truth’s Jewel shone as a single, brilliant planet in the heavens. Man worshiped all the Gods equally, speaking to them directly, and there was peace in the world and in the universe.


But as time went by, each God began to focus only on his or her facet of the Truth, coming to see that particular facet as The Truth and pulling away from the others. The light of the Jewel became fragmented, starting to shift and vary among the Gods as they fought with each other.


In order to increase his power, each God sought to outdo the others by showering blessings down upon his mortal worshipers. As mortals will, the more blessings they received, the more they sought. Men began to call upon the Gods day and night, demanding favors, boons, gifts, long life, wealth, fair daughters, strong sons, fast horses, more rain, less rain, and so forth and so on.


The Gods became deeply involved in the petty, day-to-day affairs of mortal men on Sularin, and the universe began to suffer, for it is written in Sul that the Gods must look not upon the light of one sun as it rises and the darkness of one night as it falls but must see the rise of an eternity of suns and the fall of an eternity of nights. Because the Gods looked increasingly at the world and less at the heavens, the Jewel of Truth began to totter and wobble.


The Gods were at a loss. They dared not offend their followers, or it would mean losing their own existence. Yet they had to get back to the business of keeping the universe in motion. To help with this problem, the Gods summoned forth the immortals. A gift from Sul to the Gods, the immortals were beings created in the image of the Gods and given eternal life, but not unlimited power. Divided up equally among the Gods, these immortal beings had originally been performing the task of greeting the deceased after their departure from Sularin and escorting them to the Realms of the Dead.


“From now on, however,” said the Gods to the immortals, “you will be the ones who must listen to the bleating and whining and incessant ‘I want’s of mortal man. You will deal with those wants that are within your power to provide—gold, jewels, horses, assassinations, and so forth. Other matters more difficult to arrange, such as marriages, babies, and rainfall, you will continue to bring to us.”


The immortals were delighted with this new service; the Realm of the Dead being, as one might imagine, an extremely dull and boring place. The Gods, in vast relief, began to distribute their share of immortals as each God thought best.


As the nature of the Gods differed, so did the nature of the immortals and their workings among men. Some of the Gods feared that the immortals might become as great a nuisance as man himself, while others desired to protect their immortals from the follies and vagaries of man. These Gods established a hierarchy of immortals, assigning the lower echelon to act as emissaries to ones above.


For example, the immortals of Promenthas—God of Goodness, Charity, and Faith—instructed his immortals, whom he called angels, to speak to only the most holy and pious of mankind. These men became—in time—priests of Promenthas.


The worshipers of Promenthas brought their wants and needs to the priests, who brought them to the angels, who brought them to the archangels, who brought them to the cherubim, who brought them to the seraphim, who brought them finally—if the wants and needs were truly important—to the attention of the God. This arrangement proved a satisfactory one, providing a well-ordered and structured society of humans who dwelt primarily in large cities on the continent of Tirish Aranth. Promenthas’s priests grew in power, religion became the center of the lives of the people, and Promenthas himself became one of the most powerful of the Gods.


Other Gods differed in their ways of utilizing the immortals, however, just as they differed in their ways of looking at Truth. Akhran—the God of Faith, Chaos, and Impatience—was also known as the Wandering God, for he could never stay in any one place for any length of time but was constantly roaming the universe, seeking out new ideas, new scenes, new lands. His followers, being like their God, were nomads who roamed the desert lands of Pagrah on the continent of Sardish Jardan. Not wanting to be bothered with his faithful—who returned the favor by not wanting to be much bothered with their God—Akhran turned over almost all his power to his immortals, then handed out the immortals freely as gifts to his followers. Known as djinn, these immortals lived among men and worked with them on a day-to-day basis.


Quar, God of Reality, Greed, and Law, took his time and studied the various methods of deploying immortals—from Promenthas’s hierarchy of angels to Akhran’s jumble of djinn. While Quar admired the firm grip Promenthas’s priests kept on the people with their highly structured system of rules and regulations, Quar found the bureaucratic stratification of the angels cumbersome and unwieldy. Messages were often garbled in translation, it took endless amounts of time to get anything done, and—as Quar watched closely—he saw that in small matters mankind was starting to depend upon himself instead of bringing matters to the attention of Promenthas.


Promenthas was, so Quar thought, unreasonably proud of this freedom of thought among his followers. The God of Light enjoyed the philosophical and theological discussions carried on among his people. A studious lot, the people of Tirish Aranth never tired of probing into the mysteries of life, death, and the hereafter. They relied on themselves to find gold and jewels and marry off their sons and daughters. Quar did not like to see man assuming such responsibilities; it gave him grandiose ideas.


But neither did Quar ascribe to Akhran’s heedless casting away of all responsibility into the increasingly fat laps of the djinn, who were meddling in the mortal world with lively enthusiasm.


Quar chose a middle ground. He established priests or Imams who ruled over the people of his realm, Tara-kan, on the continent of Sardish Jardan. The Imams were each given djinn of a lower nature who, in turn, reported to higher djinn known as ’efreets. Quar also distributed djinn to certain people in power: Emperors, Empresses, Sultans, Sultanas, their viceroys—the Wazirs—and the generals of the armies—the Amirs. Thus the Imams did not become too powerful . . . and neither did the Emperors, the Sultans, the Wazirs, or the Amirs.


Mankind fared well, all things considered, as each God—acting through his immortals—sought to outdo the others in terms of blessings.


Thus began the Cycle of Faith that is set forth in the Book of the Gods:


“As a man waters a bed of flowers, so the Gods pour down streams of blessings from the heavens. The immortals catch the streams in their hands. Walking upon the world, the immortals let fall the blessings from their fingers like drops of gentle rain. Man drinks the blessing of the Gods and gives the Gods his faithful following in return. As the numbers of the faithful increase, their faith in one God becomes vast and wide as an ocean. The God drinks from the water of the ocean and in turn grows stronger and stronger. Thus is the Cycle of Faith.”


The Gods were well-pleased with the Cycle, and once each God had his affairs in order, he was able to return to performing Godlike works—that is, bickering and fighting with the other Gods about the nature of Truth. Because of the Cycle of Faith, the Jewel of One and Twenty became more or less stabilized and continued revolving through the centuries.


Until now the time had come for a meeting of the Gods of Sularin. The Cycle of Faith had been broken. Two of their number were dying.


It was Quar who summoned the Twenty. During past centuries Quar had worked untiringly to try to mend the rift between Evren, Goddess of Goodness, Charity, and Faith, and Zhakrin, God of Evil, Intolerance, and Reality. It was the constant strife between these two that had disrupted the Cycle of Faith.


Due to their strife, the blessings of the two Gods were falling on mortal man not as a steady stream but as an intermittent drizzle. Their immortals, all vying for the meager drops of blessings, were forced to resort to trickery and scheming—each immortal determined to grab a cupful of blessing for his particular master.


Such blessings, doled out in miserly portions like coppers to a beggar, did not satisfy the wants and needs of mortal man, who turned from the immortals in anger. Those among mortal men who remained loyal to their Gods withdrew into secret societies—living, working, and meeting in secret places throughout the world; writing volumes of secret texts; fighting bitter, secret, and deadly battles with their enemies. The oceans of faith of the two Gods dwindled to a trickle, leaving Evren and Zhakrin nothing to drink. And so these two Gods grew weaker, their blessings grew less, and now it was feared that their oceans of faith might dry up completely.


All of the Gods and Goddesses were upset and naturally took steps to protect themselves. The turmoil and strife spread quickly to the plane of the immortals. The djinn snubbed the angels, whom the djinn considered a snobbish, prudish band of elitists. The angels, on the other hand, looked upon the djinn as boorish, hedonistic barbarians and refused to have anything to do with them. Two entire civilizations of humans—those on the continent of Sardish Jardan and those on the continent of Tirish Aranth—eventually refused even to acknowledge the other’s existence.


To make matters worse, the rumor began to spread that the immortals of certain Gods were disappearing.


At the urgent behest of Quar, therefore, the Twenty came together. Or perhaps we should say nineteen came together. Akhran the Wanderer—to the surprise of no one—did not make an appearance.


In order to facilitate matters during the meeting, each God assumed a mortal form and took mortal voice for ease of communication—speaking mind-to-mind becoming a bit confused when twenty minds are all endeavoring to talk at once as was usually the case when the Gods came together.


The Gods met in the fabled Jewel Pavilion located on top of the highest mountain peak on the very bottom of the world in a barren, snow-covered land that has no name. A mortal who climbs that mountain would see nothing but snow and rock, for the Jewel Pavilion exists only in the minds of the Gods. Its look varies, therefore, according to the mind of each God, just as everything else varies according to the minds of the Gods on Sularin.


Quar viewed the Pavilion as a lush pleasure garden in one of his turreted palaces in one of his walled cities. Promenthas saw it as a cathedral made of marble with spires and flying buttresses, stained-glass windows, and gargoyles. Akhran, if he had been there, would have ridden his white steed into a desert oasis, pitching his tent among the cedars and junipers. Hurishta saw it as a grotto of coral beneath the sea where she dwelt. To Benario, God of Faith, Chaos, and Greed (Thieves), it was a dark cavern filled with the possessions of all the other Gods. Benario’s opposite, Kharmani, God of Faith, Mercy and Greed (Wealth) viewed it as an opulent palace filled with every material possession coveted by man.


Each God sees the other nineteen entering his particular surroundings. Thus, the dark-eyed Quar, attired in a burnoose and silk turban, looked barbaric and exotic to Promenthas in his cathedral. The white-bearded Promenthas, dressed in his surplice and cassock, appeared equally ridiculous, lounging beneath the eucalyptus in Quar’s pleasure garden. Hammah, a fierce warrior God who dressed in animal skins and wore a horned metal helm, stomped about the cherry trees of a tea garden belonging to Shistar, the monk Chu-lin sat in a cross-legged meditative pose on the freezing steppes of Hammah’s home in Tara-kan. Naturally this gave each God—comfortable in his own surroundings—good reason to feel superior to the other nineteen.


At any other time a meeting of the Twenty would have been a forum of discussion and argument that might have gone on for generations of mortal man had not the situation been of such severity that—for once—petty differences were put aside. Each God, glancing about the sea or the cavern or the garden or wherever he happened to be, noticed uneasily that in addition to Akhran (whom no one counted) two other Gods were missing. These were two of the major Gods—Evren, Goddess of Goodness, Charity, and Faith, and Zhakrin, God of Evil, Intolerance, and Reality.


Promenthas was just about to question their whereabouts when he saw a decrepit and wasted man enter the Pavilion. The steps of this man were feeble. His ragged clothes were falling off, exposing his limbs, which were covered with sores and scabs; he seemed afflicted by every disease known to mortal man. The Gods stared in shock as this wretched being crept down the red-carpeted aisle of the cathedral or among the splashing fountains of the pleasure garden, or through the waters of the sea, for the Gods recognized him as one of their own—Zhakrin. And it was obvious, from his cadaverous face and emaciated body, that the God was dying of starvation.


His eyes dull and glazed, Zhakrin looked around the assembled multitude, most of whom could not hide the signs of appalled horror on their human faces. Zhakrin’s feverish gaze skipped over his fellows, however, obviously searching intently for one he did not, at first, see.


Then she entered—the Goddess, Evren.


The Gods of Light cried out in anger and pity, many averting their gaze from the ghastly sight. The once beautiful face of the Goddess was wasted and skull-like. Her hair was white and hung from her shriveled head in ragged wisps. Her teeth were gone, her limbs twisted, her form bent. It seemed she could barely walk, and Quar hastened forward to catch hold of the poor woman and aid her faltering steps.


At sight of her, Zhakrin sneered and spit out a curse.


Evren, with a strength unimaginable in her thin and wasted body, shoved Quar away from her and threw herself at Zhakrin. Her clawlike hands closed around his neck. He grappled with her, the two falling to the red carpet of the cathedral or to the mosaic tile of the garden or the bottom of the ocean floor. Shrieking and howling in hatred, the battling Gods rolled and writhed in what seemed a hideous parody of lovemaking—a bitter struggle to the death.


So frightful was this that the other Gods could do nothing but watch helplessly. Even Quar appeared so sickened and stunned by the sight of these two dying Gods—each attempting with his or her last strength to murder the other—that he stood staring at the twisting bodies and did nothing.


And then, slowly, Zhakrin began to fade away.


Evren, screaming in triumph, scratched at his vanishing face with her nails. But she was too weak to do him further injury. Falling backward, she lay gasping for breath. Quar, moved by pity, knelt down beside her and took the Goddess in his arms. All could see that she, too, was beginning to disappear.


“Evren!” Quar called to her. “Do not let this happen! You are strong! You have defeated your enemy! Remain with us!”


But it was useless. As she shook her head feebly, the Goddess’s image grew fainter and fainter. Zhakrin could no longer be seen at all, and within moments Quar found himself kneeling on the tile of his perfumed garden, holding nothing in his arms but the wind.


The other Gods cried out in anger and fear, wondering what would happen now that the order of the universe was thrown completely out of balance. They began taking sides, the Gods of Darkness blaming Evren; the Gods of Light blaming Zhakrin. Quar—one of the Neutral Gods—ignored them all. He remained on his knees, his head bowed in profound sorrow. Several of the other Neutral Gods moved to his side, offering condolences and adding their praise for his unrelenting attempts to mediate between the two.


At that moment the air whispering through the eucalyptus, the silence of the cathedral, the murmuring of ocean water was broken by a harsh sound, a shocking sound, a sound that caused all argument and conversation to suddenly cease. It was the sound of hands clapping, the sound of applause.


“Well done, Quar!” boomed a loud baritone voice. “Well done! By Sul, I have been standing here weeping until it is a wonder my eyes didn’t run from my head.”


“What irreverence is this?” Promenthas said severely. His long white beard falling in shining waves over his gold-embroidered surplice, the hem of his cassock rustling around his ankles, the God strode down the cathedral aisle to confront the figure who had entered. “Be off with you, Akhran the Wanderer! This is a serious matter. You are not needed here.”


Folding his arms across his chest, Akhran gazed around him loftily, not at all disconcerted by this distinct lack of welcome. He was not attired in robes of honor as were the other Gods. Akhran the Wanderer wore the traditional dress of the spahi, a desert rider—a tunic of white over white woolen trousers, cut full for comfort and tucked into the tops of shiny black leather riding boots. Over the tunic and trousers he wore long black robes that brushed the floor, their flowing sleeves covering his arms to the elbow. A white woolen sash girdled his waist. When he gracefully tossed the folds of his robes over his arm, the blade of the scimitar and the jeweled hilt of a dagger could be seen, flashing in the light of Sul.


As he stared coldly at Promenthas, Akhran’s bearded upper lip—barely visible above his black face mask worn with the black turbanlike haik—curled in a sneer, his teeth showing gleaming white against his brown, weather-lined skin.


“What is the meaning of this outburst?” Promenthas demanded sternly. “Did you not witness the tragedy that has occurred here this terrible day?”


“I witnessed it,” Akhran said grimly. His smoldering black eyes went from Promenthas to Quar, who—with the help of his fellows—was rising slowly to his feet, his pious face drawn with grief and sorrow. Lifting a brown, weathered hand, Akhran pointed at the pallid, slender, and elegant Quar. “I have seen it and I see the cause of it!”


“Fie! What are you saying?” Indignation rustled among all the Gods, many of whom gathered about Quar, reaching out to touch him in respect and regard (Benario managing at the same time to acquire a fine ruby pendant).


At Akhran’s speech, Promenthas’s beard quivered with suppressed anger, his stern face grew sterner still. “For many, many decades,” he began, his low voice sounding magnificently through the cathedral, less magnificently in the pleasure garden, where it was competing with the shrill screams of peacocks and the splashing of the fountains. In the oasis, where Akhran stood, regarding the Gods with cynical amusement, the white-bearded Promenthas’s sonorous tones could barely be heard at all above the clicking of the palm fronds, the bleating of sheep, the neighing of horses, and the grumbling of camels.


“For many decades, we have watched the untiring efforts of Quar the Lawful”—Promenthas nodded respectfully to the God, who received the accolade with a humble bow—“to end this bitter fight between two of our number. He has failed”—Promenthas shook his head—“and now we are left in a state of turmoil and chaos—”


“—That is of his making,” Akhran said succinctly. “Oh, I know all about Quar’s ‘peace efforts.’ How many times have you seen Evren and Zhakrin on the verge of burying their differences when our friend Quar here brought the skeletons of their past grievances dancing out of the tombs again. How many times have you heard Quar the Lawful say, ‘Let us forget the time when Evren did such and such to Zhakrin, who in turn did so and so to Evren.’ Fresh wood tossed on dying coals. The fire always flamed up again while friend Quar stood looking on, biding his time.


“Quar the Lawful!” Akhran spit upon the floor. Then, amid outraged silence, the Wandering God pointed at the place where Evren and Zhakrin had breathed their last. “Mark my words, for I speak them over the bodies of the dead. Trust this Quar the Lawful and the rest of you will suffer the same fate as Evren and Zhakrin. You have heard the rumors. You have heard of the disappearance of the immortals of Evren and Zhakrin. Some of you others have lost immortals as well.” The accusatory finger rose again, pointing at Quar. “Ask this God! Ask him where your immortals are!”


“Alas, Akhran the Wanderer,” Quar said in his soft, gentle voice, spreading his delicate hands. “I am grieved beyond telling at this misunderstanding between us. It is through no fault of my own. It takes two to make a quarrel, and I, for my part, have never been angered with you, my Brother of the Desert. As for the disappearance of the immortals, I wish with all my heart I could solve this mystery, especially”—Quar added sadly—“as mine are among those who have vanished!”


This was shocking news. The Gods sucked in a collective breath, exchanging glances that were now fearful and wary. The news appeared to take Akhran by surprise; his tanned face flushed, his bushy black brows came together beneath his haik, and he fingered the hilt of his favorite dagger.


Promenthas, perhaps slightly unnerved by the sight of Akhran running his broad thumb over the jeweled hilt of the weapon, took advantage of the sudden silence to inform the Wandering God once again that his presence was not wanted. It was obvious he was doing nothing but breeding discord and discontent among the Gods.


At this, Akhran cast a dark glance at Quar. Stroking his black beard, he gazed around at the other Gods, who were glaring at him disapprovingly. “Very well,” he said abruptly. “I will leave. But I will be back, and when I return, it will be to prove to those of you who still survive”—his voice was tinged with irony—“that this Quar the Lawful intends to become Quar the Law. Farewell, my brothers and sisters.”


Turning on his heel, his scimitar clashing against the wooden pews with a ringing sound, Akhran stalked out of the doors of the cathedral of Promenthas, trampled the flowers of the pleasure garden of Quar. The other Gods watched him go, muttering among themselves and shaking their heads.


Fuming, Akhran paced the silvery-green grass of his own oasis. After many hours of walking back and forth, staring at the bright light of Sul that burned above him hotter than the desert sun, Akhran finally knew what to do. His plan formed, he summoned two of his immortals.


It took some time for these immortals to answer the summons of their God. Neither had been contacted by Akhran in eons, and both were more than a little startled to hear the words of their Eternal Master booming in their ears.


The djinn Sond, hunting gazelle with his mortal master, Sheykh Majiid al Fakhar, blinked in astonishment at the sound and glanced around, wondering why there was thunder in a perfectly sunny sky. The djinn Fedj, tending sheep with his mortal master, Sheykh Jaafar al Widjar, was so thoroughly unnerved that he leaped out of his bottle with a shrill yell, causing the herdsmen to start up in panic.


Both djinn repaired immediately to the plane of their God, finding him pacing back and forth beneath a towering fan palm, muttering imprecations on the heads of each of the other nineteen—now unfortunately seventeen—Gods. The two djinn, prostrating themselves humbly before their Master, kissed the ground between their hands. Had Akhran been more observant and less absorbed in his own anger, he would have noted that each djinn—while appearing to have eyes only for his Eternal Master—was in reality keeping one eye upon his Deity and one eye—a wary, unfriendly eye—upon his fellow djinn.


Akhran the Omnipercipient did not notice, however.


“Stop that nonsense!” he commanded, irritably kicking at the djinn groveling on their bellies before him. “Get up and face me.”


Hurriedly the djinn scrambled to their feet. Taking the forms of mortal men, they were both tall, handsome, and well-built. Muscles rippled across their bare chests; gold bracelets encircled their strong arms; silken pantalons covered their powerful, shapely legs; silk turbans set with jewels adorned their heads.


“It is my pleasure to serve you, O Hazrat Akhran the Omnipotent,” said Sond, bowing three times from the waist.


“It is an honor to stand before you once again, O Hazrat Akhran the Omnibenevolent,” said Fedj, bowing four times from the waist.


“I am highly displeased with you both!” Akhran stated, his black brows coming together over his hawklike nose. “Why didn’t you inform me that Quar’s djinn were disappearing?”


Sond and Fedj—enemies suddenly drawn together to face a common foe—exchanged startled glances.


“Well?” growled Akhran impatiently.


“Are you testing us in some way, Effendi? Surely you who are All-Knowing know this,” said Sond, thinking quickly.


“If this is a test to see if we are remaining alert, O Wise Wanderer,” added Fedj, taking up the reins of his companion’s horse, as the adage goes, “I can answer any question concerning this tragedy which you care to put to me.”


“Not as many questions as I can answer, Effendi,” interposed Sond. “I would obviously know more about this important matter than one who spends his time with sheep.”


“I am the more knowledgeable, Effendi,” countered Fedj angrily. “I do not waste my time in mindless gallopings and thieving!”


“Thieving!” Sond turned upon Fedj.


“You cannot deny it!” Fedj turned upon Sond.


“If your grass-killing beasts stray upon our land, consuming the sustenance which is meant for our noble steeds, then it is the will of Akhran that we in turn consume your beasts!”


“Your land! All the world is Your Land, according to your four-legged master, who was born thus because his father visited his horse in the night instead of the tent of his wife!”


Daggers flashed in the hands of the djinn.


“Andak!” thundered Akhran. “Stop this! Attend to me.”


Breathing heavily, glaring at each other, both djinn reluctantly thrust their weapons into the sashes around their slim waists and turned once again to face their God. A final exchange of looks, however, promised that the quarrel would be continued at a more convenient time in more private surroundings.


Akhran—who was all-knowing when he cared to be—saw and understood this exchange. He smiled grimly.


“Very well,” he said, “I will ‘test’ you both. Are the disappearances of Quar’s djinn similar in nature to the disappearance of the immortals of Evren and Zhakrin?”


“No, O Ominiprevelant One,” said Sond sullenly, still rankling at the insult to his master. “The immortals of the Two Dead—Evren and Zhakrin—dwindled away even as the faith in their Gods dwindled away.”


“Quar’s power is not lessening, O Omniparent,” added Fedj, fingering the hilt of his dagger with a vicious, sidelong glance at his companion. “Rather, it grows, which makes the disappearance of his djinn all the more mysterious.”


“Is he dealing with mortals directly?” Akhran asked in astonishment and some disgust.


“Oh, no, Effendi!” Both djinn—seeing once again the dull and boring Realms of the Dead loom in their vision—hastened to reassure their God. “In place of the many djinn who once dwelt with Quar’s people, the God is consolidating more and more power in the hands of one Kaug—an ’efreet.”


Sond’s lip curled in anger as he spoke this name. Fedj’s hand closed tightly about the hilt of his dagger.


Akhran noted this reaction, and obviously disturbed at this news, which shouldn’t have been news had he been paying attention to what was transpiring in the world and in heaven, he stroked his beard thoughtfully. “An ingenious move,” Akhran muttered. “I wonder . . .” He bowed his head in deep thought, the folds of the haik falling forward to hide his face in shadow.


Fedj and Sond stood before their Master in silence, their tension growing with each passing moment. Though each djinn had been somewhat disturbed at the strange disappearances and the increasing turmoil among the immortals, these djinn—like their God—had considered themselves above the fray. They were lucky, in fact, that they knew anything about it at all. Though neither admitted it, both had received their information from Pukah—an inquisitive, meddling young djinn belonging to the Calif, Khardan, son of Sheykh Majiid al Fakhar.


Sensitive to the feelings and desires of their mortal masters, the djinn were also sensitive to the moods of their Eternal Master. Danger clung to him like a heady perfume. Catching a whiff of it now, the djinn felt their skin prickle and twitch like dogs who scent an enemy. They knew suddenly that they were no longer going to be above the fray, but in it.


Finally Akhran stirred. Lifting his head, he fixed each djinn with a piercing, black-eyed gaze. “You will take a message to my people.”


“Your wish is my command, Effendi,” said Sond, bowing.


“To hear is to obey, Effendi,” said Fedj, bowing lower than Sond.


Akhran gave them the message.


As they listened to it, Sond’s mouth fell open so wide that a swarm of bats might have taken up residence within the cavernous opening. Fedj’s eyes bulged from his head. When the God had completed relaying his instructions, each djinn glanced at the other, as if to ascertain from the face of his companion that he had heard the words of his Master correctly.


There was no doubt. Fedj had gone three shades paler. Sond was slightly green around the nose and lips. Both djinn, swallowing, attempted to speak. Sond, the quicker-thinking, as usual put a voice to his opinion first. But his throat thickened and he was forced to cough several times before he could get the words out.


“O Almost Ominiscient Akhran, this plan of yours is a good … I may truthfully say a great plan … to discomfit our enemies. There is just one small detail you may, in your vast genius, have overlooked. It is, I hasten to add, a very small matter …”


“Very small,” interjected Fedj.


“And that is?” Akhran glared impatiently at the djinn.


Nearby, the God’s noble white steed was pawing the ground, wanting to be off and riding with the winds of heaven once more. It was obvious that Akhran, who had been in one place longer than he liked, shared his horse’s desire.


The two djinn stared at their bare feet, shuffling in the sand, one thinking with longing of retreating to his golden bottle, the other to his golden ring. The great horse neighed and shook his white mane. Akhran made a rumbling sound, deep in his chest.


“Master,” began Sond, the words bursting from him, “for the last five hundred years our two families have killed each other on sight!”


“Arghhh!” Akhran’s hand clenched around the hilt of his scimitar. Drawing it forth from its metal scabbard with a ringing sound, he brandished it threateningly. Both djinn dropped to their knees, cowering before his rage. “Petty human frailties! This childish quarreling among my people must end or Quar will take advantage of it and devour us one by one as so many seeds in a pomegranate!”


“Yes, Hazrat Akhran!” cried the quivering djinn.


“You will undertake what I have told you,” continued Akhran in a towering fury, slashing recklessly about him with the scimitar, “or I swear by Sul that I will cut off your ears, your hands, and your feet, seal you up in your vessels, and hurl you into the deepest part of the Kurdin Sea! Is that understood?”


“Yes, O Most Gentle and Merciful Master,” wailed the djinn, their heads nearly buried in the sand.


With a final “Humphf!” Akhran put his leather-booted foot on the posterior of each djinn and with a kick, sent each sprawling on his belly in the sand. Stalking off without another word, the God mounted his horse. The animal leaped into the starlit sky and the two were gone.


Picking themselves up, spitting sand from their mouths, the djinn looked at each other suspiciously, warily.


“Akhran be praised,” said one.


“All praise to His name,” said the other quickly, not to be outdone.


And may He find a qarakurt in his boot this night, added both silently as they reluctantly returned to the world of mortals to bring their people a startling message from their Wandering God.




THE BOOK OF AKHRAN




Chapter 1


“It is the will of Akhran, sidi,” said Fedj.


Sheykh Jaafar al Widjar groaned. “What have I done that Hazrat Akhran brings this curse upon me?” he wailed, flinging his arms wide, questioning the heavens through the hole in the roof. “Explain this to me, Fedj!”


The two, djinn and master, sat in the Sheykh’s spacious yurt, set up in the Hrana tribe’s winter camp. The sheepherding Hrana lived among the red rock hills that thrust up out of the western edge of the Pagrah desert. In the summer the sheep were pastured up in the higher elevations. Winter forced the nomads down into the desert, where their flocks lived off the sparse vegetation found there until the snow receded and they could move back to the hills in the spring.


It was a difficult life, every day proving a constant struggle to survive. The sheep were the tribe’s lifeblood—their wool providing clothing and shelter, their milk and their flesh providing sustenance. If Hazrat Akhran was good to the Hrana and the herds grew large, sheep and lambs could be taken to the city of Kich and sold in the souks—the bazaars—providing money for such luxuries as silk, perfume, tea, and tobacco. If Hazrat Akhran forgot his people, their herds dwindled and no one thought of perfume, only of surviving the winter in the desert.


Fortunately the last few years had been prosperous—no thanks to Akhran, Fedj thought angrily, though he did not dare say such a sacrilege aloud. How could the djinn answer his Sheykh’s plea for understanding? Fedj could not very well reveal the turmoil among the Gods to the mortals who looked up to them. And he didn’t see how this crazed scheme of his Eternal Master was going to help matters in that direction anyhow. Crouched on his knees before his mortal master, the djinn glanced about the yurt helplessly, seeking inspiration from the designs in the many-colored carpets that covered the felt walls.


Fedj had known Jaafar would take this badly. His master took everything so personally! Let a lamb be born dead, a tarantula bite a child—the Sheykh was certain to blame the catastrophes on himself and wander about in a state of gloom for days. Now this blow. Fedj heaved a sigh. Jaafar might well never recover.


“Cursed! Cursed!”


The Sheykh rocked back and forth on the bench among his cushions. Certainly it seemed the fates were conspiring against the Sheykh, beginning with his appearance. Although only in his late forties, Jaafar appeared older. His hair was almost completely gray. His skin was deeply tanned and lined from years spent in the hills. He was short and thin, with scrawny, sinewy limbs that resembled the legs of a bustard. The long, flowing robes of the shepherds enhanced his short stature. Two streaks of gray in his beard trailed from the corners of his mouth in a perpetual frown that was not fierce—only sad. His black eyes, almost hidden in the shadows of his haik—long folds of white cloth bound around the head with an agal, a golden cord—were large and liquid and always slightly red around the rims, giving the impression that he was about to burst into tears at any moment. The only time these eyes were seen to lose their sorrow was at the mention of the name of his mortal enemy—Majiid al Fakhar, Sheykh of the Akar.


The sad eyes had flashed fire only moments before, and Fedj had some hope that hatred and rage might take the place of Jaafar’s missing backbone. Unfortunately the flames had been quenched by the Sheykh’s customary whining over his ill luck.


Fedj sighed again. The yurt offered no help to the djinn. He looked up through the hole in the top of the tent, seeking advice from the heavens. That was a joke, he realized, watching the smoke from the charcoal brazier spiral up and out of the tent. Night in the desert can get very cold, and the warmth of the burning charcoal was welcome to the djinn, who had lived among mortals so long he had fallen into the habit of experiencing physical sensations.


The round yurt, about six feet in height, was twenty-six feet in diameter. The skeleton of the semipermanent tent was made of strong wooden poles lashed together with thin leather thongs to form the side walls. On top of these, bent poles were lashed to a circular hoop about the size of a cart wheel. This central ring was left open to provide ventilation and to carry off the smoke of the burning charcoal, which—in a tightly closed area—could suffocate a man. The skeleton of the yurt was covered with felt—made of matted camel hair—both inside and out; the felt held fast with cords tied firmly around it. The inner walls were sometimes stamped with colorful designs, or in richer dwellings such as the Sheykh’s, the walls were covered with colorful carpets, woven by his wives.


The floor of the yurt was made of thick felt, a layer of dried grass, then another layer of felt, leaving a clear space in the center for the brazier. The wooden-frame door was left open in the summer, covered in the winter with curtains of felt rugs. Fedj was thankful it was covered. Only the servants crouched near the back of the tent were witness to their master’s display of weakness.


Fedj had made certain that he and Jaafar would be alone before breaking the news of the God’s command to the Sheykh. At this time of night—after eucha or suppertime—there would normally have been many of the Sheykh’s friends seated with him in the yurt, drawing smoke through the water of the hubble-bubble pipes, drinking bitter coffee and sweet tea, and regaling each other with stories that Fedj had heard a thousand times, told by their grandfathers and great-grand-fathers. After a few hours they would disperse, the men going to the tents of their wives or heading for the flocks if it was their turn to take over the night watch.


Sheykh Jaafar al Widjar himself would select the tent of the wife he currently preferred, taking elaborate precautions to visit her tent in secrecy. This was an old custom, handed down from more violent days when assassins lurked in the shadows, waiting to murder the Sheykh when he was at his most vulnerable—alone with his wife.


Having been around in the old days and having seen relative peace settle at last over the various desert tribes, Fedj had always considered these precautions ludicrous and had hinted to Jaafar on occasion that they should be abandoned. Now, however, the djinn was moved to thank Akhran that his master had—out of nothing more than a childish love for pretending there were ghuls lurking beneath the bed—kept up the old customs. In the land to the west—land of their ancient enemy the Akar—these precautions against knife thrusts in the dark would undoubtedly be useful.


The Sheykh let out another wail, clasping his bony hands together. Fedj cringed, wondering what new calamity had struck Jaafar—as if this one wasn’t bad enough.


“Who will tell her?” the Sheykh demanded, peering around the tent with his sorrow-filled eyes that were, at the moment, glittering with fear. “Who will tell her?”


The servants huddled as far back into the shadows of the tent as was possible, each striving to avoid catching his master’s eye. One—a large, muscular man—seeing the Sheykh’s gaze linger on him, threw himself flat on the floor, scattering cushions and knocking over a brass water pot.


“O master! What crime have I committed that you should torture me thus? Even though I earned my freedom a year ago, haven’t I remained to serve you faithfully out of nothing but my love for you?”


And your love of the bribes paid by those seeking the Sheykh’s favor and the leftovers from the Sheykh’s table, thought Fedj. The djinn did not waste time considering the plight of the servants, however. It was time now for him to retire. He had delivered his message, listened to his master’s wailings and commiseratings, done all that could be expected of him. His eyes went to the golden ring on his master’s left hand.…


“No, you don’t!” snapped Jaafar, clapping his right hand over the ring with an unusual amount of spirit.


“Master,” said Fedj, squirming uncomfortably, his gaze fixed upon the hand covering the ring whose somewhat cramped interior had never seemed more welcome, “I have performed my duty as given to me by Hazrat Akhran in delivering his message. There will be much work to do tomorrow, what with packing and preparing for the long march to the Tel, in which duties you can be assured of my help, sidi. I therefore beg leave to retire and rest.…”


“You will tell her,” pronounced Jaafar al Widjar.


The slave in the corner gasped in relief and crept back into the shadows, throwing a rug over his head in case the Sheykh should change his mind.


If Fedj had possessed a heart, it would have sunk at that moment.


“Master,” the djinn began desperately, “why waste my valuable services by using me for duties fit for slaves? Give me a command worthy of my talents. Say the word, I will fly to the far ends of the world—”


“I’ll bet you would! So would I, if I could,” said Jaafar gloomily. “I cannot even begin to imagine what she will do when she hears this!” The Sheykh shook his head, shuddering from scrawny neck to slippered feet. “No, you tell her, Fedj. Someone has to, and after all, you’re immortal.”


“That only means I will suffer longer!” snapped the djinn viciously, cursing Hazrat Akhran from the bottom of his imagined heart.


Fedj kept his eyes fixed hopefully on his master’s hand, praying for a glimpse of the ring, but the Sheykh, with unusual stubbornness born of sheer terror, kept his fingers closed over it tightly. Rising from the bench, Jaafar gazed down upon the prostrate djinn.


“Fedj, I command you to carry the news to Zohra, my daughter, that one month from this day, by command of Hazrat Akhran, she is to marry Khardan al Fakhar, Calif of the Akar, son of my hated enemy, Majiid al Fakhar—may Hazrat Akhran infest his trousers with scorpions. Tell her that if she does not do this thing and remain married to the Calif until the Rose of the Prophet blooms upon the Tel, that it is the will of Hazrat Akhran that her people will all perish. Tell her this,” said the Sheykh morosely, “then bind her hand and foot and surround her tent with guards. You”—he gestured to a servant—“come with me.”


“Where are you going, sidi?” demanded Fedj.


“To—to inspect the flocks,” said Jaafar, throwing on a cloak to ward off the night’s chill. He started for the door of the yurt, nearly falling over the servants, who were—contrary to normal—racing to do their master’s bidding.


“Inspect the flocks?” Fedj’s mouth gaped open. “Since when have you decided to do this, sidi?”


“Since … uh … receiving reports that those thieving Akar—the sons of horses—have been raiding again,” Jaafar said, sidling past the djinn on his way to the door, his hand covering the ring.


“They are always raiding us!” Fedj pointed out sourly.


The Sheykh ignored him. “Come to me later … and—er—tell my daughter’s reaction to the … uh … joyous news of her betrothal.”


“Where will you be, sidi?” the djinn demanded, rising to his full height, his turbaned head poking out of the hole in the ceiling of the yurt.


“Akhran willing—far, far away!” said the father fervently.




Chapter 2


“Sond!” Majiid al Fakhar cried joyously as the djinn materialized inside the Sheykh’s tent. “Where have you been? We missed you last night, on the raid.”


Raid! Sond winced. “Who did you strike last night, sidi?”


“The Hrana! The sheepherders, of course.”


Sond groaned inwardly. Sheykh al Fakhar made a gesture of his brown, weathered hand. “Stole ten fat ones, right out from under their noses.” He snapped his fingers. “I even caught a glimpse of that piece of camel dung—Jaafar al Widjar—sitting among his shepherds.” Majiid’s booming laughter shook the poles of the striped tent. “ ‘Salaam aleikum, greetings to you, Jaafar!’ Khardan called out to him as we galloped past, the carcasses of Hrana sheep bouncing on our saddles.” The Sheykh laughed again, this time with pride. “My son Khardan, what a prankster!”


“I wish you had not done that, sidi,” said Sond in a low, subdued voice.


“Bah! What’s the matter with you this morning, Sond? Some little djinniyeh say no last night, did she?” Majiid smote the djinn a blow upon his bare shoulders that nearly sent the immortal sprawling to the felt-covered tent floor. “Come along. Cheer up! We are having a game of baigha to celebrate.”


The Sheykh turned to walk out the tent entrance—propped up by strong poles, the front of the spacious tent was open to catch the breeze—but he stopped in some astonishment as Sond laid his hand firmly upon Majiid’s strong arm. “I beg that you will take a moment to listen to my news, sidi,” said the djinn.


“Make it quick,” Majiid demanded irritably, glaring at Sond. Outside, the Sheykh could see his men and their horses assembling, eager for the game.


“Please lower the flaps, that we may have privacy.”


“Very well,” Majiid growled, instructing the servants with a wave of his hand to lower the tent flaps—an indication to all who passed that the Sheykh was not to be disturbed.


“Out with it. By Sul, man, you look as though you’ve swallowed a bad fig!” Majiid frowned, his thick, grizzled mustaches bristling. “The Aran, those camel-riding swine, have been using the southern well again, haven’t they?” Majiid’s big fist clenched. “This time, I’ll rip out Zeid’s lungs—”


“No, sidi!” Sond interrupted desperately. “It is not your cousin, Sheykh Zeid.” His voice lowered. “I was summoned last night into the presence of Hazrat Akhran. The God has sent me with a message to you and your people.”


Sheykh Majiid al Fakhar literally swelled with pride—in itself an imposing sight. The djinn, Sond, stood seven feet tall; Majiid came to his shoulder. A gigantic man, everything about the Sheykh was equally large and impressive. He had a thunderous voice that could be heard above the most furious battle. Fifty years old, he could lift a full-grown sheep with one arm, consume more qumiz than any man in camp, and outride all but the eldest of his many sons.


This eldest son, Khardan—Calif of his tribe—was the light of the sun in his father’s eyes. Twenty-five years of age, Khardan—although not as tall as his father—resembled Majiid in nearly every other aspect. The Calif was so handsome that the eligible daughters of the Akar, peeping at him from the slits in the tent as he rode by, sighed over his blue-black hair and his fiery black eyes that—so it was said—could melt the heart of a woman or scorch that of an enemy. Strong and muscular, Khardan held his own in the tribe’s friendly wrestling matches, once even throwing the djinn, Sond, to the ground.


The Calif had ridden on his first raid at the age of six. Seated behind his father on Majiid’s tall horse, screaming in excitement, Khardan never forgot the thrill of that wild ride—the tense, exciting moments sneaking in among the stupid sheep; the howls of triumph when the spahis galloped off, bearing their booty; the howls of rage from the shepherds and their dogs. Since that night Khardan lived for raiding and for war.


The Akar were among the most hated and feared tribes in the Pagrah desert. Blood feuds existed between them and every other nomadic band of people. Hardly a week went past that Khardan didn’t lead his men on a sheep-stealing raid, a skirmish with some other tribe over disputed lands, or strike at another tribe in revenge for a wrong committed by one great-great-great-grandfather against another great-great-great-grandfather a century ago.


Arrogant, a skilled rider, fearless in battle, Khardan was adored by the Akar. The men would have followed him into Sul’s Hell, while there wasn’t an unmarried woman in camp from the age of sixteen and over who wouldn’t have gladly carried her bed, her clothes, and all her worldly possessions to his tent and humbly laid them at his feet (the first act a woman performs following her wedding night).


But Khardan was not yet married—an unusual state for a man of twenty-five. It had been spoken at his birth, by the djinn Sond, that the God Akhran himself would choose the Calif’s wife. This had been considered quite an honor at the time, but as the years went by and Khardan watched the harems of men he considered beneath him grow, waiting for the God to make a decision was getting a bit tiresome.


Without a harem a man lacks an important power—magic. A gift from Sul to women alone, the art of magic resided in the seraglio, where the head wife—generally chosen for her skill in this art—oversaw the usage of it. Khardan was forced to wait until he had a wife to obtain the blessings of magic, as well as the other blessings that come from the marriage bed.


“Hazrat Akhran speaks to me!” Majiid said proudly. “What is the will of the Holy One?” His mustaches twitched eagerly. “Has it to do at last with the marriage of my son?”


“Yes—” began Sond.


“Akhran be praised!” Majiid shouted, raising his hands to heaven. “We have waited five and twenty years to hear the will of the God in this matter. At last my son will have a wife!”


“Sidi!” Sond attempted to continue, but it was useless. Hurling aside the tent flaps with such force that he nearly upset the entire structure, Majiid burst outside.


The spahis—the horsemen of the desert—do not live in the yurts, the semipermanent dwellings of their cousins, the sheepherders of the hills. Constantly on the move to find grazing grounds for their herds of horses, the Akar travel from oasis to oasis, their animals feeding off the grasses in one area, then drifting on when the grass is gone to return again when it has grown back. The Akar lived in tents made of strips of wool that has been stitched together by the fingers and held together by the magical arts of the women of the harem. Khardan’s mother—a sorceress of considerable skill—boasted that no storm wind that blew could upset one of her tents.


The Sheykh’s tent was large and roomy, for here Majiid held council nearly every day, hearing petitions, settling disputes, passing judgement among his people. Though plain-appearing on the outside, Majiid’s tent was adorned inside with the luxuries of the nomad. Fine woolen rugs of shimmering color and intricate design hung from the tent walls and ceilings. Silken cushions lined the floors (the Akar scorned to sit or sleep on wooden benches, as did their cousins the Hrana.) Several hubble-bubble pipes, an ornate silver-trimmed saddle used to lean against while seated as well as for riding, a few brass water pots, coffee and tea pots and Sond’s golden bottle stood in an orderly row near an outer tent wall. A finely carved wooden chest that had come from the city of Khandar held Majiid’s weapons—scimitars, sabers, knives, and daggers.


As with their cousins the Hrana, the past few years had been prosperous ones for the Akar. This news would mark the rising of Khardan’s star in the heavens. Truly now the Akar would become the most powerful tribe in all of Pagrah.


“Men and women of the Akar. Now we truly have something to celebrate!” Majiid’s voice boomed through the camp. “Hazrat Akhran, all praise to His name, has made His will known concerning the marriage of Khardan!”


Sond heard resounding cheers from the assembled people. Eligible daughters gasped, giggled, and clasped each other’s hands in hope. Mothers of the eligible daughters began planning the wedding in their minds, while their fathers hastily began to think of the dot—or dowry—each girl takes with her.


Sighing, the djinn looked longingly at his golden bottle that stood in a corner of Majiid’s tent, near the Sheykh’s favorite hubble-bubble pipe.


“I will double the prize money! Let the game begin!” Majiid called out.


Peering from the tent flaps, Sond saw the Sheykh, clothed in his black robes and the full-cut white trousers of the horsemen, leap onto the back of his tall steed—a pure white horse with a long, flowing mane and a tail that swept the sands.


“Sond! Come here! We need you!” Majiid shouted, twisting in his saddle to look back at his tent. “Sond, you son of a—Oh, there you are,” the Sheykh said, somewhat discomfited to see the djinn spring up out of the desert and stand by his stirrup. Majiid waved a hand. “Take the carcass out.” He gestured some two hundred yards away. “When all is ready, give the signal.”


Sond made one last attempt. “Sidi, don’t you want to know who Hazrat Akhran—”


“Who? What does it matter who? A woman is a woman. Beneath the neck, they are all the same! Don’t you see, my men are eager for their sport!”


“First things first, Sond,” said Khardan, galloping up and wheeling his horse around and around the djinn. “My father is right. Women are as plentiful as grains of sand. The ten silver tumans my father is offering as prize are not so easily come by.”


Heaving a profound sigh and shaking his silk-turbaned head, Sond lifted the freshly slaughtered sheep’s carcass from where it lay on the ground. Flying up into the air, the djinn skimmed over the windswept rock floor of the desert. When he found a suitable site, he first cleared the area of brush and cacti, then dropped the bloody carcass on the ground. Standing beside the carcass, his pantalons flapping in the desert wind, Sond gave the signal. A ball of blue fire burst in the air over his head. At the sight, with wild, shrill yells, the spahis kicked their horses’ flanks and began their mad dash for the prize. Sond, head bowed and feet dragging, slowly began to drift back to the side of his master.


“I gather by the length of your face that the will of Hazrat Akhran is going to be difficult for my master to swallow,” said a voice in Sond’s ear. “Tell me the girl’s name!”


Startled, Sond glanced about to find Pukah, the djinn belonging to Khardan, hovering at his elbow.


“You will hear with everyone else,” Sond snapped testily. “Certainly I will not tell you when I have not told my master.”


“Have it your way,” Pukah said easily, watching the horsemen gallop toward the sheep’s carcass. “Besides, I already know the name.”


“You don’t.”


“I do.”


“Impossible.”


“Not so. I talked to Fedj last night. Or what was left of him after Zohra was finished.”


Sond drew a seething breath. “You consort with our enemy!”


“Nay, no enemy! Have you forgotten? I consort with our brother!”


“Why would Fedj, that son of a goat, tell you?” Sond demanded, nettled.


“He owed me,” Pukah replied, shrugging his shapely shoulders.


“Have you told—”


“My master?” Pukah glanced at Sond in mocking amusement. “And find myself sealed up in my basket for the next twenty years for being the bearer of such tidings? No, thank you!” He chuckled, folding his arms across his chest.


Pukah’s words brought back an unpleasant reminder. Thinking of Akhran’s threat, Sond turned moodily away from the grinning young djinn and pretended to be concentrating on watching the game.


The object of baigha is to see which rider can bring the largest portion of the sheep’s carcass to Sheykh Majiid. Sixty horses and their riders were now galloping wildly across the desert, each one determined to be the one to carry the prize back to his Sheykh. Khardan’s fast horse and skill in riding giving him the advantage; the Calif was almost always the first to reach the carcass. He did so now, but that didn’t mean he had won. Leaping off his horse, Khardan grabbed the bleeding carcass and was struggling to lift it up to his saddle when he was overtaken by at least ten other men.


Nine jumped from their saddles. Falling bodily on Khardan, they attempted to wrestle the carcass away from him, almost immediately dismembering the sheep. One rider—Khardan’s younger brother Achmed—remained on his plunging horse, leaning down from the saddle at a perilous angle in an attempt to grab a share of the prize and race off with it before the others could remount. By this time the rest of the riders had arrived to join in the fray. From the sidelines the spectators cheered madly, though nothing could be seen except clouds of sand and occasionally, a glimpse of a rearing horse or a toppling rider.


Each man struggled ferociously to yank a portion of the carcass from his comrade’s hold. Blood-soaked riders were down, then up, then down again. Hooves flailed; horses whinnied in excitement, sometimes slipping and falling themselves, only to clamber back to their feet in well-trained haste. Finally Achmed—having possessed himself of a hind leg—galloped off, dashing back to the cheering Sheykh.


Leaping onto their horses, several men left the group still fighting over the remainder of the carcass to pursue the victor, Khardan in the lead. Catching up with his brother, the Calif jumped from his saddle, dragging Achmed, sheep, and horse down into the sand. The three other riders—unable to stop their maddened horses—hurtled over the bodies rolling on the ground. Wheeling their steeds, the spahis rode back and the fight began all over again.


Several times the Sheykh himself had to gallop out of the way in order to escape the melee that surged around him, his thundering shouts and cheers and laughter adding to the confusion. At the end of an hour everyone—man and horse—was exhausted. Majiid ordered Sond to signal a halt. A ball of fire—this one red—burst in the air with an explosive bang right above the heads of the contestants. At least twenty of them—laughing, bruised, battered, and covered with blood (some of which belonged to the sheep)—staggered up to their Sheykh, gory trophies grasped in their hands.


At a gesture from Majiid one of the aksakal—a tribal elder—rode forward, carrying in his hand a crude balance. Sitting on his horse, he carefully weighed each bloody, sand-covered hunk of meat in turn, finally pronouncing Achmed the winner of the ten tumans.


Clasping his strong arms around his seventeen-year-old half brother, Khardan hugged the panting boy close in congratulation, advising him to save the money for their annual horse-selling trip to the city of Kich.


Achmed turned to his father to receive a similar reward—a reward that would have been more precious to him than silver. But Majiid was far too excited over the forthcoming revelations from the God concerning his eldest son to pay any attention to the younger one. Elbowing Achmed aside, Majiid gestured for Khardan to approach.


Achmed fell back a pace, giving way—as usual—to his older brother. If the young man sighed over this, no one heard him. In the heart of another there might have been bitter jealousy over such favoritism. In Achmed’s heart there was only admiration and love for the older brother, who had been more father to him than sibling.


His arms and chest smeared with sheep’s blood, his mouth split in a grin—white teeth shining against his black beard—Khardan accosted the somber djinn.


“Very well, Sond,” the Calif said laughingly. “I have lost at baigha. Certainly I will prove more lucky at love. Tell me the name of my betrothed, chosen by the Holy Akhran Himself.”


Sond swallowed. From the corner of his eye he saw Pukah leering at him wickedly, making a gesture as of a man stopping a bottle with a cork then tossing it away. Flushing angrily, the djinn faced Sheykh Majiid and his son.


“It is the will of Hazrat Akhran,” said Sond in a low voice, his eyes on the feet of his master, “that Khardan, Calif of his people, wed Zohra, daughter of Sheykh Jaafar al Widjar. The wedding is to take place on the Tel of the Rose of the Prophet before the next full moon.” The djinn spread his hands deprecatingly. “One month from today. Thus speaks Hazrat Akhran to his people.”


Sond kept his gaze on the ground, not daring to raise it. He could guess the reaction of his master, the Sheykh, from the terrible, thundering silence that was crashing about the djinn in waves. No one spoke or made a noise. If a horse so much as grunted, it was stifled by its master’s clasping a swift hand over the beast’s nose.


The silence lasted so long that Sond at last risked a glimpse, fearful that perhaps his master had fallen into a fit. This seemed not unlikely. The Sheykh’s face was purple, his eyes bulged in rage, his mustaches stood nearly straight out in bristling fury. Sond had never seen his master so angry, and for an instant the bottom of the Kurdin Sea was a haven of peace and calm by comparison.


But it was Khardan who spoke, breaking the silence.


“The will of Hazrat Akhran,” he repeated, drawing a deep, shivering breath. “The will of Hazrat Akhran that I mingle the tainted blood of Hrana”—he exhibited his crimson-stained hands, glaring at them in disgust—“with the noble blood of the Akar!” The young man’s face was pale beneath his black beard, the dark eyes glinted more brightly than the sun off polished steel. “Here is what I think of the will of Hazrat Akhran!”


Catching up the sheep’s head from the pile of legs and guts and ribs and haunches, Khardan hurled it at the feet of the djinn. Then—drawing his scimitar—he plunged the blade through the animal’s skull.


“There is my answer, Sond. Take that to your Wandering God—if you can find Him!”


Khardan spit on the sheep’s head. Reaching out, he laid a bloody hand on the shoulder of a man standing near him, who cringed at the touch. “Abdullah? You have a daughter?”


“Several, Calif,” said the man with a profound sigh.


“I will marry the oldest. Father, make the arrangements.” Turning on his heel, without a glance at the djinn, Khardan stalked off toward his tent, wiping the blood of the sheep from his hands as he went.


That night the desert of Pagrah was hit by the worst storm in the memory of the oldest aksakal.




Chapter 3


The day had grown increasingly hot, unusual for late winter in the desert. The sun beat down unmercifully; it was difficult to breathe the scorched air. The horses were nervous and uneasy, nipping at each other and their herders, or standing, huddled together, in what shade could be found from a tall sand dune that cut across the northern side of the oasis where the Akar were currently camped.


Late afternoon, one of the herders sent a boy running with a message for the Sheykh. Emerging from his tent, Majiid cast one look at the ominous sight on the western horizon and immediately cried out the alarm. A yellow cloud, standing out vividly against a dark-blue mass of clouds behind it, was rolling down out of the foothills. Seemingly as tall as the hills themselves, the yellow cloud was moving against the wind at an incredible rate of speed.


“Sandstorm!” Majiid shouted above the rising wind that, in sharp contrast to the searing heat, was damp and bitterly cold.


Men, women, and children of the encampment ran to their tasks, the men securing the tents while their wives cast magical spells of protection over them, the children driving the goats and other small animals inside or running to the pools of water in the oasis to fill waterskins. Some of the women of the harems ran to the horse herds where the herdsmen were hobbling the animals in the shelter of the dune. Around the necks of the beasts the women hung feisha—amulets—magically endowed with soothing calm to settle the frightened horses, allowing the men to wrap the animals’ heads in soft cloths to protect them from the stinging, blinding sand.


Favorite horses were taken inside the tents; Khardan himself led his black stallion, allowing no one else to touch the animal, whispering words of courage into the horse’s ears as he took the animal into his own dwelling place. Majiid’s wives returned, leading his horse. Watching the progress of the storm, the Sheykh gestured for them to lead the animal into his tent.


“Sond!” he bellowed, peering into the stinging sand that was billowing around them even though the main storm was some distance away. “Sond!”


“Yes, sidi,” the djinn responded, springing up out of the sands.


“Look … there!” Majiid pointed. “What do you see?”


Sond stared into the approaching storm. His eyes narrowed, he looked back at his master with a grim expression. “ ’Efreet!”


The yellow cloud rolled down on them. Leading it, as generals lead an advancing army, were two great beings tall as the clouds of sand, surging over the desert before it. Lightning flared from their eyes, thunder roared from their mouths. In their hands they held uprooted trees, their giant feet kicked up huge clouds of dust as they sped down upon the camp. Nearer and nearer the ’efreet came, whirling and dancing over the sands like dervishes.


“Have they been sent by Hazrat Akhran?” Majiid roared.


A gust of wind hit him, nearly blowing the big man off his feet. Seeing that everyone in the camp had taken shelter within their tents, he made his way back to his.


“Undoubtedly, sidi,” Sond shouted back.


Majiid shook his fist at the ’efreets defiantly, then ducked inside the tent, his djinn hastily seeking shelter in his bottle. The Sheykh’s servants were endeavoring to calm Majiid’s horse, who was plunging back and forth nervously, threatening to tear down the tent.


“Get away!” Majiid shouted at the servants. “He smells your fear!”


Stroking the horse’s nose and patting him reassuringly on the neck, the Sheykh calmed the frightened animal. Under no circumstances had Majiid ever allowed women’s magic to touch his horse. Seeing the animal tremble, its eyes rolling in its head, the Sheykh began to think that this time he might make an exception.


He was just about to go to his head wife’s tent, seeking her, when he heard a rustling sound and smelled the scent of roses that, no matter where he was, brought the image of Khardan’s mother to his mind.


“You read my thoughts, Badia,” he said gruffly as she approached, and realized then that she must have been sitting quietly in his tent the entire time.


In her late forties, the mother of seven children, Badia was a handsome woman still, and Majiid regarded her with pride. Though he rarely slept in her bed—he preferred his younger wives for his pleasure—Majiid often visited Badia’s tent at night anyway, to talk and receive her counsel, for he had come, over the years, to depend upon her wisdom.


Smiling at her husband, Badia hung the feisha around the horse’s neck and whispered arcane words. Heaving a deep sigh, the animal sank down, resting its head in its master’s lap. Its eyes closed in peaceful sleep. Stroking his horse’s mane, Majiid reached out his hand, gripping his wife’s arm as she was about to leave.


“Don’t go out there, my treasure,” he said. “Stay with me.”


The tent walls heaved and billowed like a live thing, the chill wind sang a strange and threatening song in the ropes that held the tent fast. The light was a sickly ocher color, so murky it was as hard to see as if it had been night. Outside could be heard a low, grinding sound—the cloud of sand, accompanied by the ’efreets, drawing nearer.


Sitting on cushions beside her husband, Badia laid her head on his arm. Her face was veiled against the storm. She was dressed in her winter cloak made of fine brocade, embroidered with golden thread and lined with fur. Rings adorned the fingers that held fast to her husband’s strong arm, gold glinted from her earlobes, the bangles on her wrists jingled softly. Kohl lined her eyes, her black hair—streaked with gray—was thick and long and fell in a single braid down her shoulder.


“It will be a bad storm, husband,” she said. “You saw the ’efreets that travel with it?”


At that moment a blast of sand-laden wind struck the tent. Although protected by magic and the skill of the nomads in securing their dwellings against the storms of the desert, Majiid and his wife were nearly suffocated by the sand that swirled in every opening, seeming to penetrate the sturdy fabric of the tent itself.


Casting a cloth over his head, cradling his wife protectively in his arms as she buried her face in his breast for protection, Majiid wished briefly he could ask her to cast a spell of calm over him. He could hear the ’efreets stomping through the camp, battering against the tents with their giant fists, their voices howling in rage. The Sheykh’s nose, mouth, and ears filled with sand; drawing breath was a painful sensation. Out in the camp he heard shrill screams and hoarse cries and realized that someone’s tent had not been properly secured; probably a young man who had not established his harem yet and who perhaps had no mother to cast the spell of protection for him.


There was nothing anyone could do for him but hope he found shelter in the tent of a friend or relative.


An hour passed, and the storm did not diminish in fury. Rather, it appeared to grow worse. The yellow light deepened to an ugly brown. The wind pounced on them from every conceivable direction. Above the howling of the ’efreets, Majiid could hear the wailings of his people, children crying, women sobbing, and even his brave men raising their voices in terror.


“Sond!” shouted Majiid, coughing and spitting sand from his mouth.


“Sidi?” came a tinny-sounding voice from inside the golden bottle.


“Come out here!” Majiid demanded, half-choked.


“I would prefer not to, sidi,” returned the djinn.


“How long will this cursed storm last?”


“Until your noble son, Khardan, agrees to do the will of the most holy Akhran, sidi,” replied the djinn.


Majiid swore bitterly. “My son will not marry a sheepherder!”


The giant hand of an ’efreet tore at the Sheykh’s tent, ripping loose the strong ropes and lifting one of the tent walls. Badia cried out in terror and prostrated herself on the floor, calling to Hazrat Akhran for mercy. The servants fled, lunging out beneath the flaps of the shaking tent, howling at the top of their lungs. Majiid, his face twisted in anger that vied with his fear, raised his face cloth to protect his skin from the stinging, biting blasts of sand as he staggered out of the tent to try to secure the ropes once more.


Instantly the ’efreets caught hold of him. Whirling him around until he didn’t know his front from his back, they sent the Sheykh on a tumbling, staggering dance through the camp—tossing him back and forth from one to the other, hurling him up against tents, throwing him down into ravines, nearly burying him in sand. Disoriented, almost completely blind from the sand in his eyes, near suffocation from the dust in his mouth and nose, Majiid was finally blown completely off his feet. Catching hold of him, the ’efreets rolled his body over and over, sending him spinning across the rocky, windswept ground until he came to a sudden and painful stop, brought up by a palm tree bent double by the gale, its fronds kissing the earth in obeisance to the God of the desert.
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