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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.
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Book One


THE BOOK OF THE IMMORTALS I




Chapter 1


The theories about the creation of the world of Sularin numbered the same as the Gods who kept it in motion. The followers of Benario, God of Thieves, were firm in their belief that their God stole the world from Sul, who had been going to set it as another jewel in the firmament. Uevin’s worshipers portrayed Sul as a craftsman, holding calipers and a T square in his hand and spending his spare time considering the nature of the dodecahedron. Quar taught that Sul molded the world from a lump of clay, used the sun to bake it, then bathed it with his tears when he was finished. Akhran told his followers nothing at all. The Wandering God hadn’t the least interest in the creation of the world. That it was here and now was enough for him. Consequently each Sheykh had his own view, handed down from great-great-grandfather to great-grandfather to grandfather to father to son. Each Sheykh’s view was the right one, all others were wrong, and it was a matter over which blood had been spilled on countless occasions.


In the Emperor’s court in Khandar, renowned for advanced thought, learned men and women spent long hours debating the differing theories and even longer hours proving, eventually, that Quar’s teachings were undoubtedly the most scientific. Certainly it was the only theory to explain adequately the phenomenon of the Kurdin Sea—an ocean of salt water populated with seagoing fish and completely surrounded on all sides by desert.


The landlocked Kurdin Sea was populated by other things, too; dark and shadowy things that the learned men and women, living in the safety and comfort of the court of Khandar, saw only in their sleep or in fevered delirium. One of these dark things (and not the darkest by any means) was Quar’s minion, Kaug.


Three figures, standing on the shore of the sea, were discussing this very subject intently. The figures were not human; no human had ever crossed the Sun’s Anvil whose empty dunes surrounded the sea. The three were immortals—not gods, but those who served both gods and humans.


“You’re telling me that his dwelling is down there, in that?” said a djinn, staring at both the water and his fellow djinn with deep disgust.


The water of the Kurdin Sea was a deep cobalt blue, its color made more vivid and intense by the stark, glaring whiteness of the desert. In the distance, what appeared to be a cloud of smoke was a white smudge against a pale blue sky.


“Yes,” replied the younger djinn. “And don’t look so amazed, Sond. I told you before we left—”


“You said on the Kurdin Sea, Pukah! You never said anything about in the Kurdin Sea!”


“Unless Kaug’s taken up boating, how could he live on the Kurdin Sea?”


“There’s an island in the center, you know.”


“Galos!” Pukah’s eyes opened wide. “From what I’ve heard of Galos, not even Kaug would dare live on that accursed rock.”


“Bah!” Sond sneered. “You’ve been listening to the meddah’s stories with ears soaked in qumiz.”


“I haven’t either! I’m extensively traveled. My former master—”


“—was a thief and a liar!”


“Don’t pay any attention to him, Asrial, my beautiful enchanter,” said Pukah, turning his back upon Sond and facing a silver-haired woman clad in white robes, who was looking from one to the other with increasing wonder. “My former master was a follower of Benario, but only because that was the religion in which he was raised. What could he do? He didn’t want to offend his parents—”


“—by earning an honest living,” interposed Sond.


“He was an entertainer at heart, with such a wonderful way with animals—”


“Snake charmer. That was his ploy to get into other people’s houses.”


“He was not a devout believer! Certainly Benario never blessed him!”


“That’s true. He got caught with his hand in the money jar—”


“He was misunderstood!” Pukah shouted.


“When they were through with him, he was missing more than understanding,” Sond said dryly, folding his gold-braceleted arms across his bare chest.


Drawing his saber from the green sash at his waist, Pukah rounded on the older djinn. “You and I have been friends for centuries, Sond, but I will not allow you to insult me before the angel I love!”


“We’ve never been friends, that I knew of,” Sond growled, drawing his saber in turn. Steel flashing in the bright sunlight, the two began to circle each other. “And if hearing the truth insults you—”


“What are you two doing?” the angel demanded. “Have you forgotten why we are here? What about your Nedjma?” She glared at Sond. “Last night you shed tears over her cruel fate—being held captive by this evil afright—”


“—’efreet,” corrected Sond.


“Whatever it is called in your crude language,” Asrial said loftily. “You said you would give your life for her—which, considering you are immortal, doesn’t seem to me to be much of a sacrifice. We have spent weary weeks searching the heavens for her and now you quibble about going into the sea!”


“I am of the desert,” Sond protested sullenly. “I don’t like water. It’s cold and wet and slimy.”


“You can’t really feel anything, you know! We are immortal.” Asrial glanced at Pukah coolly from the corner of her blue eyes. “We are above such things as love and physical sensations and other human frailties!”


“Above love?” cried Pukah jealously. “Where did the tears I saw you shedding over your mad master come from, if you have no eyes? If you have no hand, why do you caress his forehead and, for all I know, other parts of his body as well!”


“As for my tears,” retorted Asrial angrily, “all know the adage, The drops of rain are the tears the Gods shed over the follies of man—”


“Hazrat Akhran goes about with dry eyes, then,” Pukah interrupted, laughing.


Asrial pointedly ignored him. “And as for your insinuation that I have had carnal knowledge of my ‘protégé’—Mathew is not my master and he’s not mad—your statement is absurd and what I would expect of one who has been living around humans so long he has tricked himself into believing he can feel what they feel—”


“Hush!” said Sond suddenly, cocking his turbaned head to one side.


“What?”


“Shhh!” the djinn hissed urgently. He stared far off into nothing, his gaze abstracted. “My master,” he murmured. “He’s calling for me.”


“Is that all?” Pukah raised his eyes to heaven. “He’s called for you before. Let Majiid tie his headcloth himself this morning.”


“No, it is more urgent than that! I think I should attend him!”


“Come now, Sond. Majiid gave you permission to leave. I know you don’t want to go swimming, but this is ridiculous—”


“It isn’t that! Something’s wrong! Something’s been wrong ever since we left.”


“Bah! If something was wrong, Khardan would be calling for me. He can’t get along without me for even the smallest thing, you know.” The young djinn heaved the sigh of the vastly overworked. “I rarely have a moment’s peace. He begged me to stay, in fact, but I told him that the wishes of Hazrat Akhran held preference over those of a human, even my master—”


“And is your master calling for you?” Sond interrupted impatiently.


“No! So you see—”


“I see nothing except a braggart and a buffoon—” Sond fell silent. “That’s odd,” he said after a moment’s pause. “Majiid’s calls just ceased.”


“There, what did I tell you. The old man pulled his trousers on all by himself—”


“I don’t like this,” muttered Sond, putting his hand over his breast. “I feel strange—empty and hollow.”


“What does he mean?” Asrial drew near Pukah. Slipping her hand into the hand of the djinn, she held onto him tightly. “He looks terrible, Pukah!”


“I know, my dear. I never could understand what women see in him!” said Pukah. Looking down at the small white hand he was holding, the djinn squeezed it teasingly. “A pity you can’t feel this—”


Angrily, Asrial snatched her hand away. Spreading her white wings, she smoothed her robes about her and waded into the water of the cobalt blue sea. Pukah followed instantly, plunging headlong into the sea water with a splash that drenched the angel and sent a school of small fish into a panicked frenzy. “Coming?” he yelled.


“I’ll be along,” Sond answered softly.


Facing the west, the djinn’s eyes scanned the horizon. He saw nothing but blowing sand, heard nothing but the eerie song the dunes sing as they shift and move in their eternal dance with the wind.


Shaking his head, the djinn turned away and slowly entered the Kurdin Sea.




Chapter 2


Sinking deeper and deeper into the Kurdin Sea, Asrial tried to appear as nonplussed and casual as if she were drifting through a clear blue sky in the heavens of Promenthas. Inwardly, however, she was a prey to growing terror. The guardian angel had never encountered a place as fearsome as this.


It wasn’t the cold or the wetness that sent shudders through her ethereal body—Asrial had not been around humans nearly as long as either Pukah or Sond and so did not feel these sensations. It was the darkness.


Night steals over the surface of the world like the shadow of an angel’s wing and it is just that—a shadow. Night hides objects from our vision and this is what frightens mortals—not the darkness itself, but the unknown lurking beneath it. Night on the world’s surface merely affects the sight, however, and mortals have learned to fight back. Light a candle and drive the darkness away. Night above does not affect hearing—the growls of animals, the rustling of trees, the sleepy murmur of the birds are easily detected, perhaps more easily than in daylight, for night seems to sharpen the other senses in return for dimming one.


But the night of the water is different. The darkness of the sea isn’t a shadow cast over mortal vision. The sea’s night is an entity. It has weight and form and substance. It smothers the breath from the lungs. The sea’s night is eternal. The sun’s rays cannot pierce it. No candle will light it. The sea’s night is alive. Creatures populate the darkness and mortals are the trespassers in their domain.


The sea’s night is silent.


The silence, the weight, the aliveness of the darkness pressed in on Asrial. Though she had no need to breathe, she felt herself gasping for breath. Though her immortal vision could see, she wished desperately for light. More than once she caught herself in what appeared to be the act of swimming, as were Sond and Pukah. Asrial did not cleave the water with clean, strong strokes like Sond or flounder through it fishlike, as did Pukah. It was, with her, more as if she sought to push the water aside with her hands, as if she were trying to clear a path for herself.


“You’re growing more human all the time,” commented Pukah teasingly, bobbing up near her.


“If you mean that I am frightened of this terrible place and want very much to leave, then you are right,” Asrial said miserably. Brushing aside the silver hair that floated into her face, she glanced around in dismay. “Surely this must be the dwelling place of Astafas!”


“Asta-who?”


“Astafas, the God who sits opposite Promenthas in the Great Jewel. He is cruel and evil, delighting in suffering and misery. He rules over a world that is dark and terrible. Demons serve him, bringing him human souls on which he feeds.”


“That sounds a lot like Kaug, only he eats things more substantial than souls. Why, you’re trembling all over! Pukah, you are a swine, a goat,” he muttered beneath his breath. “You should never have brought her in the first place.” He started to slip his arm comfortingly around the angel, only to discover that her wings were in the way. If he put his arm above where the wings sprouted from her back, it looked as if he were attempting to choke her. Sliding his arm under the wings, he became entangled in the feathers. Finally, in exasperation, he gave up and contented himself with patting her hand soothingly. “I’ll take you back up to the surface,” he offered. “Sand can deal with Kaug.”


“No!” cried Asrial, looking alarmed. “I’m all right. Truly. It was wrong of me to complain.” She smoothed her silver hair and her white robes and was endeavoring to appear composed and calm when a tentacle snaked out of the darkness and wrapped around her wrist. Asrial jerked her hand away with a smothered shriek. Pukah surged forward.


“A squid. Go on, get out of here! Do we look edible? Stupid fish. There, there, my dearest! It’s all right. The creature’s gone.…”


Completely unnerved, Asrial was sobbing, her wings folded tightly about her in a protective, feathered cocoon.


“Sond!” shouted Pukah into the thick darkness. “I’m taking Asrial to the surface—Sond! Sond? Drat! Where in Sul has he got to? Asrial, my angel, come with me—”


“No!” Asrial’s wings parted suddenly. Resolutely, she began floating through the water. “I must stay! I must do this for Mathew! Fish, you said. The fish told me—Mathew would die a horrible death … unless I came—”


“Fish? What fish?”


“Oh, Pukah!” Asrial halted, staring at the djinn in horror. “I wasn’t supposed to tell!”


“Well, you did. ‘The sheep is dead’, as they say. Might as well eat it as cry over it. You spoke with a fish? How? Where?”


“My protégé carries with him two fish—”


“In the middle of the desert? And you say he isn’t mad!”


“No! No! It isn’t like that at all! There’s something … strange”—Asrial shivered—“about these fish. Something magical. They were given to Mathew by a man—a terrible man. The slave trader who took my protégé captive. The one who ordered the slaughter of the helpless priests and magi of Promenthas.


“When we came to the city of Kich, the slave trader was stopped outside the city walls by guards, who told him he must give up all his magical objects and sacrifice them to Quar. The slave trader gave up every magic item he had—except for one.”


“I’ve heard of fish that swallowed magic rings, but magic fish?” Pukah appeared highly skeptical. “What do they do? Charm the bait?”


“This is serious, Pukah!” Asrial said softly. “One life has been lost over them already. And my poor Mathew …” She covered her face with her hands.


“Pukah, you are a low form of life. A worm, a snake is higher than you.” The djinn gazed at the angel remorsefully. “I’m sorry. Go on, Asrial.”


“He … the slave trader … called Mathew over to the white palanquin in which the trader always traveled. He handed my protégé a crystal globe decorated on the top and bottom with costly gold work. The globe was filled with water and inside swam two fish—one gold and one black. The trader ordered Mathew to keep them hidden from the guards. There was a poor girl standing there, watching—a slave girl. The trader told Mathew to witness what would happen if he betrayed him and he … he murdered the girl, right before Mathew’s eyes!”


“Why did he choose Mathew to carry these fish?”


Asrial blushed faintly. “The trader mistook my protégé for a female—”


“Ah, yes,” muttered Pukah. “I forgot.”


“The guards would not search the women in the caravan—not their persons, at least—and so Mathew was able to conceal the fish. The slave trader said that he would take them back when they went into town. But then your master rescued Mathew and carried him away. And with him, the magical fish.…”


“How do you know they’re magic? What do they do?” Pukah asked dubiously.


“Of course they’re magic!” Asrial snapped irritably. “They live encased in a crystal globe that no force on this world can shatter. They do not eat. They are not bothered by heat or cold.” Her voice lowered. “And one spoke to me.”


“That’s nothing!” Pukah scoffed. “I’ve talked to animals. I once shared my basket with a snake who worked for my former master. Quite an amusing fellow. Actually, it was the snake’s basket, but he didn’t mind a roommate after I convinced—”


“Pukah! This is serious! One fish—the gold one—told me to come with you to find the Lost Immortals. The fish referred to Mathew as the Bearer … and she said he was in dreadful danger. In danger of losing not only his life but his soul as well!”


“There, there, my dear. Don’t get so upset. When we get back, you must show me these wonderful fish. What else do they—Oh, Sond! Where have you been?”


The elder djinn swam through the murky water, his strong arms cleaving it aside with swift, clean strokes. “I went ahead to Kaug’s dwelling, to look around. The ’efreet’s gone, apparently. The place is deserted.”


“Good!” Pukah rubbed his hands in satisfaction. “Are you certain you want to continue on, Asrial? Yes? Actually, it’s well that you are coming with us, beautiful angel, because neither Sond nor I may enter the ’efreet’s dwelling without his permission. Now you, on the other hand—”


“Pukah, I need to talk to you.” Sond drew the young djinn to the far side of a large outcropping of rock covered with hollow, tubular plants that opened and shut with the flow of the water, looking like hundreds of gasping mouths.


“Well, what is it?”


“Pukah, a strange feeling came over me when I drew near Kaug’s dwelling—”


“It’s the stuff he cooks for his dinner. I know, I felt it, too. Like your stomach’s trying to escape by way of your throat?”


“It’s not anything I smelled!” Sond said angrily. “Quit being a fool for once in your life. It’s a feeling like … like … like I could enter Kaug’s dwelling without his permission. In fact, it seemed as if I was being pulled inside!”


“Pulled inside an ’efreet’s house! Who’s the fool here now? Certainly not me!” Pukah appeared amused.


“Bah! I might as well be talking to the seaweed!” Shoving Pukah aside, Sond swam past him, diving down toward the cave on the ocean floor where the ’efreet made his home.


Pukah cast the djinn a scathing glance. “At least the seaweed would provide you an audience on your own mental level! Come on, Asrial.” Catching hold of the angel’s hand, he led her down to the very bottom of the sea.


Kaug’s cave was hollowed out of a cliff of black rock. A light glimmered at the entrance, the eerie luminescence coming from the heads of enthralled sea urchins gloomily awaiting their master’s return. The long greenish brown moss that hung from the cliff reminded Asrial of the squid’s tentacles.


“I’m going in there alone,” whispered the angel, reminding herself of Mathew’s plight and trying very hard to be courageous. “I’m going in there.” But she didn’t move.


Sond, biting his lower lip, stared at Kaug’s dwelling as though mesmerized by it.


“On second thought, Asrial,” Pukah said in a bland and innocent voice, “I think it might be better if we did accompany you—”


“Admit it, Pukah! You feel it, don’t you!” Sond growled.


“I do not!” Pukah protested loudly. “It’s just that I don’t think we should let her go in there alone!”


“Come on then,” said Sond. “If we’re not barred at the threshold, then we know something is wrong!”


The two djinn floated ahead to the entryway of the cave, their skin shimmering green in the ghostly light emanating from the sea urchins, who were staring at them with large, sorrowful eyes. Slowly Asrial swam behind. Her wings fanning the water, she paused, hovering overhead as the djinn stopped—one standing on either side of the entryway.


“Well, go on!” Sond gestured.


“And get a jolt of lightning through my body for breaking the rule. No thank you!” Pukah sniffed scornfully.


“This was your idea!”


“I’ve changed my mind.”


“You’re not going to be stopped and you know it. I tell you, we’re being invited inside there!”


“Then you accept the invitation!”


Glaring at Pukah, Sond cautiously set his foot across the threshold of the ’efreet’s dwelling. Cringing, Pukah waited for the blue flash, the crackle, and the painful yelp from Sond, an indication that the established rule among immortals was being violated.


Nothing happened.


Sond stepped across the threshold with ease. Pukah sighed inwardly. Despite what he’d told Sond, he, too, had the distinct feeling that he was being urged to enter the ’efreet’s home. No, it was stronger than that. Pukah had the disquieting impression that he belonged inside the eerily lit cave.


“What nonsense, Pukah!” Pukah said to himself with scorn. “As if you ever belonged in a place where fish heads are an integral part of the decor!”


Sond was staring at him in grim triumph from the entryway. Ignoring him, Pukah turned to give Asrial his hand. Together, they entered the cave. The angel stayed quite near the djinn. The feathers of her wings brushed against his bare back, and despite his growing sense of uneasiness, Pukah felt his skin tingle and a pleasurable warmth flood his body.


Was Asrial right? he wondered for a moment, standing in the green-tinged darkness, the angel’s hand held fast in his. Is this sensation something I’ve tricked myself into experiencing to become more like humans? Or do I truly enjoy her touch?


Leaning near him, looking around but not letting go of his hand, Asrial whispered, “What is it we’re searching for?”


“A golden egg,” Pukah whispered back.


“I doubt we’ll find the egg,” Sond muttered unhappily. “And if we did, my lovely djinniyeh would not be inside. Remember? Kaug said he had taken Nedjma to a place where I would never see her again until I joined her.”


“Then what are we doing here?” Pukah demanded.


“How should I know? It was your idea!”


“Me? You were the one who said Kaug was holding Nedjma captive! Now you change your tune—”


The djinn sucked in a furious breath. “I’ll change your tune!” Sond laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “You will sing through a slit in your throat, you—”


“Stop it! Just stop it!” Asrial’s tense voice hissed in the darkness. “Now that we’re here, it can’t hurt to look! Even if we don’t find Nedjma, we may find something that would guide us to where this afright has taken her!”


“She’s right,” said Pukah hastily, backing up and stumbling over a sponge. “We should search this place.”


“Well, we’d better hurry,” Sond grumbled. “Kaug may be back any moment. Let’s separate.”


Repeating Mathew’s name over and over to herself to give her courage, Asrial drifted deeper into the cave. Pukah slanted off to the right, while Sond took the left.


“Ugh! I just found one of Kaug’s pets!” Rolling over a rock that the ’efreet used for a chair or a table or perhaps just liked to have around, Pukah grimaced as something black and ugly slithered out from underneath. “Or maybe it’s a girlfriend.” Setting the rock back hastily, he continued on, poking his long nose into a bed of lichen. “Asrial is right you know, Sond. Hazrat Akhran believes that Quar is responsible for the disappearance of the immortals, including his own. If that’s true, then Kaug must know where they are.”


“This is hopeless!” Asrial waved her hands helplessly. “There’s nothing here but rocks and seaweed.” Turning, she suddenly recoiled. “What’s that?” She pointed to a huge iron cauldron standing in a recessed area of the cave.


“Kaug’s stew pot!” Pukah’s nose wrinkled. “Can’t you smell it?” The djinn drifted over near the angel. “The place has changed,” he admitted. “Last time I was here, there were all sorts of objects sitting about. Now there’s nothing. It looks as if the bastard moved out. I think we’ve searched enough. Sond! Sond? Where are you!”


“But there must be something!” Asrial twisted a lock of her hair around her finger. “The fish said I should come with you! Maybe we could talk to your God. Perhaps he knows something?”


“No, no!” Pukah grew pale at the thought. “That wouldn’t be wise. I’m sure if Akhran knew anything He would have informed us. Sond! Sond! I—”


A hoarse, ragged cry came from the inner depths of the cave.


“Sul’s eyeballs! What was that?” Pukah felt the hair beneath his turban stand straight up.


“Promenthas be with us!” Asrial breathed.


The terrible cry rose again, swelled to a shriek, then broke off in a choking sob.


“It’s Sond!” Pukah sprang forward, overturning rocks, shoving through curtains of floating seaweed. “Sond! Where are you? Did you step on a fish? Is it Kaug? Sond …”


Pukah’s voice died. Rounding a corner, he came upon the elder djinn standing by himself in a small grotto. Sickly green light, oozing from slimy plants clinging to the walls, was reflected in an object Sond held in his hands. The djinn was staring at it in horror.


“What is it, my friend? What have you found? It looks like—” Pukah gasped. “Akhran have mercy!”


“Why? What’s the matter?” Asrial tiptoed into the grotto behind Pukah and peered over his shoulder. “What do you mean scaring us half to death? It’s only an old lamp!”


Sond’s face was a pale green in the light of the plants. “Only an old lamp!” he repeated in an anguished voice. “It’s my lamp! My chirak!”


“His what?” Asrial looked at Pukah, who was nearly as green as Sond.


“It is more than a lamp,” Pukah said through stiff lips. “It is his dwelling place.”


“And look, Pukah,” Sond said in a hushed whisper. “Look behind me, at my feet.”


“Mine, too?” Though Pukah’s lips formed the words, no one could hear them.


Sond nodded silently.


Pukah sank slowly to the cave floor. Reaching out his hand, he took hold of a basket that stood behind Sond. Made of tightly wrapped coils of rattan, the basket was small at the bottom, swelled outward toward the top like the bulb of an onion, and curved back in toward the center. Perched atop it was a woven lid with a jaunty knob. Lovingly drawing the basket close, Pukah stroked its woven coils.


“I don’t understand!” Asrial cried in growing fear, looking from one despairing djinn to the other. “All I see is a basket and a lamp! Why are you so upset? What does it mean?”


“It means,” came a deep, booming voice from the front of the cave, “that now I am their master!”




Chapter 3


The ’efreet’s shadow fell over them, followed by the hulking body of the gigantic immortal. Water streamed from the hairy chest, the ’efreet’s pugnacious face was split by a wide grin. “I took your homes several weeks ago, during the Battle at the Tel. A battle your masters lost, by the way. If that old goat, Majiid, is still alive, he now finds himself without a djinn!”


“Still alive? If you have murdered my master, I swear by Akhran that—”


“Sond! Don’t! Don’t be a—” Pukah bit off his words with a sigh. Too late.


Swelling with rage, Sond soared to ten feet in height. His head smashed into the cave ceiling, sending a shower of rock crashing to the floor below. With a bitter snarl, the djinn hurled himself at Kaug. The ’efreet was unprepared for the suddenness and fury of Sond’s attack. The weight of the djinn’s body knocked the hulking Kaug off his feet; the two hit the ground with a thud that sent seismic waves along the ocean floor.


Clutching at a rock to keep his balance on the heaving ground, Pukah turned to offer what comfort he could to Asrial, only to find that the angel had vanished.


A huge foot lashed out in Pukah’s direction. Crawling up on the rock to be out of the way of the combatants thrashing about around him, Pukah considered the matter, discussing it with himself, whom he considered to be the most intelligent of all parties currently in the room.


“Where has your angel gone, Pukah?”


“Back to Promenthas.”


“No, she wouldn’t do that.”


“You are right, Pukah,” said Pukah. “She is much too fond of you to leave you.”


“Do you really think so?” asked Pukah rapturously.


“I do indeed!” replied his other self, although his statement lacked a certain ring of conviction.


Pukah almost took himself to task over this, then decided, due to the serious nature of the current crisis, to overlook it.


“What this means is that Asrial is here and in considerable danger. I don’t know, what Kaug would do if he discovered an angel of Promenthas searching through his underwear.”


Pukah glanced at the combatants irritably. The howling and gnarling and gnashing was making it quite difficult for him to carry on a normal conversation. “Ah, ha!” he said suddenly, hopefully, “but perhaps he didn’t see her!”


“He heard her voice. He answered her question.”


“That’s true. Well, she’s gone,” said Pukah in matter-of-fact tones. “Perhaps she’s just turned invisible, as she used to do when I first caught a glimpse of her in camp. Do you suppose she’s powerful enough to hide herself from the eyes of an ’efreet?”


There was no answer. Pukah tried another question. “Does her disappearance make things better or worse for us, my friend?”


“I don’t see,” came the gloomy response, “how it matters.”


Taking this view of the situation himself, Pukah crossed his legs, leaned his elbow on his knee and sat, chin in hand, to wait for the inevitable.


It was not long in coming.


Sond’s rage had carried him further in his battle with the ’efreet than anyone could have expected. Once Kaug recovered from his surprise at the sudden attack, however, it was easy for the strong ’efreet to gain the upper hand, and Sond’s rage was effectively punched and pummeled out of him.


Now it was the ’efreet who carried the djinn, and soon a battered and bloody Sond was hanging suspended by his feet from the cracked ceiling of the cave. Dangling head down, his arms and legs bound with cords of prickly green vine, the djinn did not give up, but fought against his bonds—struggling wildly until he began to revolve at the end of his tether.


“I wouldn’t do that, Sond,” advised Pukah from his seat on the rock. “If you do free yourself, you will only come down on your head and you should certainly take care of what brains you have.”


“You could have helped, you bastard son of Sul!” Sond writhed and twisted. Blood and saliva dripped from his mouth.


Pukah was shocked. “I would not think of attacking our new master!” he said rebukingly.


Turning from admiring his handiwork, Kaug eyed the young djinn suspiciously. “Such loyalty, little Pukah. I’m touched.”


Sliding down from his rock, the young djinn prostrated himself on the cave floor before the ’efreet, his head brushing the ground.


“This is the law of the immortals who serve upon the mortal plane,” recited Pukah in a nasal tone, his nose pressed flat against the floor. “Whosoever shall acquire the physical object to which the immortal is bound shall henceforth become the master of said immortal and shall be due all allegiance and loyalty.”


Sond shrieked something vile, having to do with Pukah’s mother and a male goat.


Pukah appeared pained. “I fear these interruptions annoy you, My Master. If I may be allowed—”


“Certainly!” Kaug waved a negligent hand. The ’efreet appeared preoccupied; his gaze darting here and there about the grotto.


Believing he knew the quarry the ’efreet was hunting, Pukah thought it best to distract him. He picked up a handful of seaweed, grabbed hold of Sond by his turban, and stuffed the pale green plant into the djinn’s yammering mouth.


“His offensive outbursts will no longer disturb you, My Master!” Pukah threw himself on his knees before the ’efreet.


“Allegiance and loyalty, eh, little Pukah?” said Kaug. Stroking his chin, he regarded the djinn thoughtfully. “Then my first command to you is to tell me why you are here.”


“We were drawn here, Master, by the physical objects to which we are bound according to the law that states—”


“Yes, yes,” said Kaug irritably, casting another searching glance around the cave once more. “So you came here because you couldn’t help yourself. You are lying to your master, little Pukah, and that is quite against the rules. You must be punished.” Lashing out with his foot, the ’efreet kicked Pukah under the chin, snapping the djinn’s head back painfully and splitting his lip.


“The truth. You came here in search of Nedjma. And the third member of your party. What was her reason for coming?”


“I assure you, Master,” said Pukah, wiping blood from his mouth, “there were only the two of us—”


Kaug kicked him in the face again.


“Come, come, loyal little Pukah! Where may I find the lovely body belonging to that charming voice I heard when I entered my dwelling this night?”


“Alas, My Master, you see before you the only bodies belonging to the only voices you heard in your dwelling place. It depends upon your taste, of course, but I consider my body the loveliest of the two—”


Nonchalantly, Kaug drove his foot into the young djinn’s kidney. Real or imaginary, the pain was intense. Pukah doubled up with a groan.


“I heard a voice—a female voice, little Pukah!”


“I have been told I have a most melodious ring to my—ughh!”


Kaug kicked the djinn in the other kidney. The force of the blow rolled Pukah over on his back. Drawing his sword, the ’efreet straddled the young djinn, his weapon poised above a most vital and vulnerable area on Pukah’s body.


“So, little Pukah, you claim the female voice was yours. It will be, my friend, if you do not tell me the truth and reveal the whereabouts of this trespasser!”


Covering himself with his hands, Pukah gazed up at the enraged ’efreet with pleading eyes. “O My Master! Have mercy, I beg of you! You are distressed by the unwarranted attack on your person by one who should, by rights, be your slave”—a muffled shriek from Sond—“and that has thrown a cog (ha, ha, small joke) in the wheel of your usually brilliant thought process! Look around, Great Kaug! Could anyone or anything remain hidden from your all-seeing gaze, O Mighty Servant of the Most Holy Quar?”


This question stumped the ’efreet. If he said yes, he admitted he wasn’t all-seeing, and if he said no, he granted that Pukah was right and that he—Kaug—hadn’t really heard the strange voice after all. The ’efreet sent his piercing gaze into all parts of the cave, dissecting every shadow, using all his senses to detect a hidden presence in the dwelling.


Kaug felt a thrill in his nerve endings, as if someone had touched his skin with a feather. There was another being in his cave, someone who had the ability to enter his dwelling without permission, someone who was able to hide herself from his sight. A film of white mist blocked his vision. Kaug rubbed his eyes, but that did nothing to dispel the odd sensation.


What should he do? Castrate Pukah? The ’efreet pondered. Other than providing a bit of mild amusement, it would probably accomplish little else. Such an act of violence might actually frighten the creature into disappearing completely. No, she must be lulled into a sense of well-being.


I will give Pukah the hemp and watch him weave the rope that will go around his neck, said Kaug to himself. Aloud, he intoned, “You are right, little Pukah. I must have been imagining things.” Sheathing his sword, the ’efreet kindly helped the djinn to his feet. Kaug wiped slime from Pukah’s shoulder and solicitously plucked fronds of seaweed from the djinn’s pantalons. “Forgive me. I have a quick temper. A failing of mine, I admit. Sond’s attempt on my life upset me.” The ’efreet pressed his hand over his huge chest. “It wounded me deeply, in fact, especially after all the trouble I went to in order to rescue both of you.”


“Sond is a beast!” cried Pukah, casting Sond an indignant glance and congratulating himself on his cleverness. The young djinn’s sharp ears pricked. “Uh, what do you mean … rescue us? If it’s not asking too much of you in your weakened condition to explain, Most Beneficent and Long-Suffering Master.”


“No, no. I’m just exhausted, that’s all. And my head is spinning. If I could just sit down …”


“Certainly, Master. You do seem pale, sort of chartreuse. Lean on me.”


Kaug draped his massive arm over Pukah’s slender shoulder. Groaning, the young djinn staggered beneath the weight.


“Where to, Master?” he gasped.


“My favorite chair,” said Kaug with a weak gesture. “Over there, near my cooking pot.”


“Yes, Master,” Pukah said with more spirit than breath left in his body. By the time the two reached the huge sponge that the ’efreet indicated, the young djinn was practically walking on his knees. Kaug sank into his chair.


Pukah, suppressing a groan, slumped down on the floor at his feet. Sond had lapsed into silence, whether in order to hear better or because he was unconscious the young djinn didn’t know and, at this point, didn’t care.


“You were not present at the battle that took place around the Tel, were you, little Pukah?” said Kaug, settling his massive body in his chair. Leaning back, he regarded the young djinn with a mild-eyed gaze.


“You mean the battle between Sheykhs Majiid and Jaafar and Zeid?” questioned Pukah uneasily.


“No,” said Kaug, shaking his head. “There was no battle between the tribes of the desert.”


“There wasn’t?” Pukah appeared much amazed, then recovered himself. “Ah, of course, there wasn’t! Why should there be? After all, we are all brothers in the spirit of Akhran—”


“I mean the battle between the tribes of the desert and the armies of the Amir of Kich,” continued Kaug coolly. Pausing a moment, the ’efreet added, “Your mouth is working, little Pukah, but I hear nothing coming out of it. I didn’t accidentally hit something vital, did I?”


Shaking his head, Pukah found his voice, somewhere down around his ankles. “My … my master and the … the armies of—”


“Former master,” amended Kaug.


“Certainly. Former m-master,” Pukah stammered. “Forgive me, noble Kaug.” Prostrating himself, he hid his burning face against the floor.


The ’efreet smiled and settled himself more comfortably in his spongy soft chair. “The outcome of the battle was never in question. Riding their magical steeds, the troops of the Amir easily defeated your puny desert fighters.”


“Were … were all … killed?” Pukah could barely force himself to say the word.


“Killed? No. The objective of the Imam was to bring as many living souls to Quar as possible. The orders of the Amir, therefore, were to capture, not kill. The young women and children we brought to Kich to learn the ways of the One, True God. The old people we left in the desert, for they can be of no use to us in building the new world Quar is destined to rule. Your master and his spahis we left there, also. Soon, bereft of their families, broken in spirit, weak in body, they will come to us and bow before Quar.”


A strangled sound from Sond was expressive of defiance.


Kaug gazed at the elder djinn sadly. “Ah, he will never learn gratitude, that one. You are intelligent, Pukah. The winds of heaven have switched direction. They blow, not from the desert, but from the city. The time of Akhran is dwindling. Long did Majiid call for his djinn to come to his aid, but there was no answer.”


Glancing through his fingers at Sond, Pukah saw that the older djinn had ceased struggling. Tears flowed from Sond’s eyes, dripping into the puddles of sea water on the floor beneath him. Pukah turned his head from the distressing sight.


“The Sheykh’s faith in his God is beginning to weaken. His djinn will not come at his command. His wife and children were taken captive. His eldest son—the light of his eyes—is missing and all assume him to be dead—”


Pukah lifted a strained face. “Khardan? Dead?”


“Isn’t he?” Kaug’s eyes stabbed at him.


“Don’t you know?” Pukah parried the thrust.


They stared at one another, mental swords clashing, then Kaug—falling back—shrugged. “The body was not discovered, but that means little. It is probably in the belly of a hyena—a fitting end to a wild dog.”


Lowering his head again, Pukah endeavored to gather up his widely scattered wits. “It must be true! Khardan must be dead! Otherwise, he would have called on me to come to his aid!”


“What are you mumbling about, little Pukah?” Kaug nudged the djinn with his foot.


“I was … er … remarking to myself that I am most fortunate’ to be your slave—”


“Indeed you are, little Pukah. The Amir’s men were going to burn your basket and sell that lamp but I—recognizing them as the dwellings of fellow immortals—was quick to rescue you both. Only to be set upon in my own home—” The ’efreet glowered at Sond.


“Forgive him, Master. He thinks with his pectorals.” Where is Asrial? Pukah wondered. Much like Kaug, he was darting glances here and there in an effort to locate her. Has she heard? A sudden thought occurred to him. If she has, she must be frantic with worry.


“I—I don’t suppose, Kind Kaug, that you could reveal to me the fate of my mast—former master’s—wives?” Pukah asked warily.


“Why do you want to know, little Pukah?” Kaug yawned.


“Because I pity those who must try to console them for the loss of such a husband,” Pukah said, sitting back on his heels and regarding the ’efreet with a face as bland as a pan of goat’s milk. “The Calif was deeply in love with his wives and they with him. Their sorrow at his loss must be terrible to witness.”


“Now, as a matter of fact, it is a great coincidence, but Khardan’s two wives have disappeared as well,” Kaug said. Leaning back in his chair, the ’efreet regarded Pukah through narrowed eyelids.


It may have been his overwrought imagination, but Pukah thought he heard a smothered cry at this. The ’efreet’s eyes opened suddenly. “What was that?” Kaug glanced about the cave.


“Sond! Moan more quietly! You disturb the Master!” Pukah ordered, leaping to his feet. “Allow me to deal with him, O Mighty ’Efreet. You rest.”


Kaug obediently leaned back and shut his eyes. He could sense Pukah hovering over him, staring at him intently. Then he heard the djinn padding away on his bare feet, hastening toward Sond. The ’efreet heard something else, too—another grieving moan. Opening his eyes a slit, he saw a most interesting sight. Pukah had tucked his hands beneath his armpits and was flapping his elbows frantically.


Sond stared at him, bewildered, then suddenly took the hint—for that’s what it obviously was—and began to groan loudly.


“What do you mean by that dismal howling?” Pukah shouted. “My Master is in enough pain as it is. Shut up this instant!” Whirling about to face the ’efreet, Pukah grabbed hold of a largish rock. “Allow me to knock him senseless, My Master!”


“No, that will not be necessary,” Kaug muttered, shifting in his chair. “I will deal with him myself.”


Pukah flapping his arms. Pukah with wings? The trail had taken an unusual turn and the ’efreet, in trying to follow the path, had the distinct impression he’d become lost en route. He knew he was getting somewhere, but he needed time to find his way.


“Sond, I confine you to your chirak!” The ’efreet snapped his fingers and the djinn’s body slowly began to dissolve, changing to smoke. The smoke wavered in the air; two eyes could be seen, fixed in malevolent fury on Kaug. A simple gesture from the ’efreet caused the lamp to suck the smoke out of the air, and Sond was gone.


“And what is your will concerning me, My Master?” Pukah asked humbly, bowing low, his hands pressed against his forehead.


“Return to your dwelling. Remain there until I call for you,” Kaug said absently, preoccupied with his thoughts. “I am going to pay my homage to Quar.”


“A safe and pleasant journey, Master,” said Pukah. Bowing his way across the floor, the djinn retired precipitously to his basket.


“Ugggh,” grunted Kaug, heaving his bulk up out of the chair.


“Ugggh,” Pukah mimicked, his ears attuned to ascertain the ’efreet’s departure. “One of his more intelligent noises. The great oaf! Pukah, my friend, you’ve fooled him completely. He has neglected to confine you to your dwelling, and while he is gone, you may leave it to search for your lost angel.”


Materializing inside his basket, Pukah found it in a state of general disarray—the furniture overturned, crockery smashed, food scattered about. Having previously shared his dwelling with a snake, who had not been very neat in his personal habits, the djinn was accustomed to a certain amount of slovenliness. Ignoring the mess, Pukah set the bed to rights, then lay down on it and waited, listening intently, to make certain the ’efreet had really gone and that this wasn’t some sort of lamebrained trick to trap him.


Hearing nothing, Pukah was just about to leave his basket and go search the cave when he was nearly suffocated by a flurry of feathers. Silver hair obscured his vision and a warm, soft body hurled itself into his arms.


“Oh, Pukah!” Asrial cried, clutching at him frantically. “My poor Mathew! I have to find him! You must help me escape!”




Chapter 4


“This would seem to indicate that their Calif, this Khardan, is not dead,” Quar mused.


Kaug found the God taking a stroll in His pleasure garden, Quar’s mind occupied with the march of the Amir’s army south. This jihad was a weighty matter, so much to do; making certain the weather was perfect, preventing rain so that the baggage trains did not founder in the mud; forcing Disease’s deadly hand away from His troops; keeping the magic of Sul flowing into the horses, and a hundred other worries. Quar had frowned at Kaug’s interruption but, since the ’efreet insisted it was important, magnanimously agreed to listen.


“That is what I think as well, O Holy One,” said the ’efreet, bowing to indicate he was sensible of the honor of sharing like beliefs with his God. “The djinn, Pukah, has the brains of a mongrel, but even a dog knows when its master is dead and the news came as a complete surprise to Khardan’s lackey.”


“And this you tell me about the wives. It is certainly mysterious,” Quar said offhandedly, sinking his white, perfectly shaped teeth into the golden skin of a kumquat. “What do you make of it?” A speck of juice dripped onto the costly silk robes. Irritably, the God dabbed at it with a linen napkin.


“Pukah brought up the matter, Magnificent One. When I asked him why he was interested, he lied, telling me that Khardan cared deeply for his wives. We know from the woman, Meryem, that the Calif hated his head wife and that his second wife was a madman.”


“Mmmmm.” Quar appeared entirely absorbed with removing the stain from his clothing.


“It was when I mentioned that the wives had disappeared that I heard the strange sound—as of someone stricken with grief, Holy One. I am convinced that there is someone else present in my dwelling.” Kaug scowled, his brow furrowed in thought. “Someone with wings …”


Quar had been just about to take another bite of the fruit. His hand stopped midway to his mouth. “Wings?” he repeated softly.


“Yes, Holy One.” Kaug described Pukah’s peculiar behavior and Sond’s reaction.


“Promenthas!” murmured Quar softly. “Angels in company with djinn of Akhran! So the Gods are fighting me on the immortal plane as well!”


“What is it you say, Holy One?” Kaug drew nearer.


“I said this strange winged intruder has probably taken advantage of your leaving and fled,” Quar said coldly.


“Impossible, My Lord. I sealed my dwelling before I departed. I thought I should lose no time in bringing you this information,” the ’efreet added deprecatingly.


“I do not see why you are so concerned with this Khardan!” said Quar, plucking another kumquat. “All my people have become obsessed with him! The Imam wants his soul. The Amir wants his head. Meryem wants his body. This Calif is human, nothing more—the blind follower of a dying God.”


“He could be a threat—”


“Only if you make him one!” Quar rebuked sternly.


Kaug bowed. “And what are your instructions concerning the djinn, My Lord?”


Quar waved a delicate hand. “Do what you want. Keep them as your slaves. Send them where we send the others. It matters little to me.”


“And the mysterious third party—”


“You have more important things to occupy your time, Kaug, such as the upcoming battles in the south. However, I give you leave to solve your little mystery, if you like.”


“And would my Lord be interested in the outcome?”


“Perhaps some day, when I am bored with other foolishness, you may share it with me,” Quar said, indicating with a cool nod that the ’efreet’s presence was no longer wanted.


The ’efreet, bowing again, evaporated into the blossom-scented air.


As soon as Kaug was gone, Quar discarded the semblance of negligence that he wore in the presence of the powerful ’efreet. Hastening back into his sumptuous dwelling, he entered a Temple, whose exact duplicate could be found in the world below, in the city of Kich. The God lifted a mallet and struck a small gong three times.


A wasted face appeared in Quar’s mind, its eyes burning with holy ecstasy. “You have summoned me, Hazrat Quar?”


“Imam, among the people of the desert we captured must be some who are related to this Khardan, their Calif.”


“I believe there are, Holy One. His mother and a half-brother … or so I am told.”


“I want information regarding this man, this Calif. Attain it any way possible. It would be ideal, of course, if you could convert one or both to the true faith.”


“I hope to convert all the desert nomads, Holy One.”


“Excellent, Imam.”


Feisal’s face disappeared from Quar’s sight.


Settling back on a silk brocade sofa, Quar noted that he still held the kumquat in his hand. Regarding it with complacence, he slowly closed his fist upon it and began to squeeze. The skin ruptured, the juice flowed over his fingers. When the fruit was reduced to an unrecognizable pulp, the God tossed it casually away.




Chapter 5


“We must escape! We must get out of here, Pukah!” Asrial cried distractedly. “That terrible monster is right. Mathew has disappeared! I searched for his being in my mind and could not see him! A darkness shrouds him, hiding him from my sight. Some dreadful thing has happened to him!”


“There, there,” murmured Pukah, too dazzled and confused to know what he was saying. The beautiful creature appearing out of nowhere, her soft hands clinging to him, her fragrance, her warmth. The djinn had just presence of mind enough to take hold of the soft hand and draw the angel down with him upon the bed.


“Let’s relax and think about this calmly.” Pukah brought his lips near the smooth cheek. How did one manage about the wings? They were bound to be in the way.…


“Oh, Pukah!” Asrial sobbed miserably, lowering her head. Pukah found himself kissing a mass of wet, silver hair. “It’s all my fault! I should never have left him!”


Putting one arm around her waist (sliding it under the wings), Pukah held Asrial nearer. “You had no choice, my enchanter!” he whispered, brushing aside the hair. “The fish told you to come.” His lips brushed her fevered skin.


“What if it was a trick!” Asrial sprang to her feet with such energy that her wings swept Pukah off the bed. “It could have been a ploy of Astafas’s, an attempt for that Lord of Darkness to steal Mathew’s soul! Oh, why didn’t I think of this before! And your master, Khardan. He must be with Mathew. He is undoubtedly in danger, too. Let’s leave, Pukah, quickly!”


“We can’t,” said the djinn, picking himself up off the bottom of the basket.


“Why not?” Asrial stared at him, startled.


“Because”—Pukah, sighing, sat down upon the bed—“Kaug sealed the cave before he left.”


“How do you know?”


Pukah shrugged. “See for yourself. Try going back out into the ocean again.”


Asrial closed her eyes, her lips moved, her wings waved gently. Her eyes flew open, she looked about eagerly and her face crumpled in disappointment. “I’m still here!”


“Told you,” said Pukah, lounging back on the bed. Reaching out, he patted a place beside him. “Come, beloved. Rest yourself. Who knows how long Kaug will be gone? We’re trapped here together. We might as well make the best of it.”


“I—I think I would prefer a chair,” said Asrial. Her face flushing rosy red, she glanced about the djinn’s dwelling in search of an article of furniture that was not smashed, missing a leg, or most of the stuffing.


“Not a whole piece of furniture in the place except the bed, I’m afraid,” said Pukah cheerfully. He owed Kaug one. Two in fact. “Come, Asrial. Let me comfort you, distract your sorrowful thoughts, take your mind from your trouble.”


“And how will you do that, Pukah?” Asrial asked coolly, the flush subsiding from her cheeks. “If I am not mistaken, you are attempting to seduce me, to … make love to me. That’s completely ridiculous! We do not have bodies. We can’t feel physical pleasure!”


“Tell me I didn’t feel this!” Pukah said grimly, pointing to his swollen lip. “Tell Sond he didn’t feel that drubbing he took!” Climbing out of bed, the djinn approached the angel, hands outstretched. “Tell me I’m not feeling what I feel now—my heart racing, my blood burning—”


“Sond didn’t!” Asrial faltered, taking a step backward. “You don’t! You’ve just tricked yourself—”


“Tell me you don’t feel this!” Grabbing the angel around the waist, Pukah pressed her body close to his and kissed her.


“I … I didn’t … feel a thing!” gasped Asrial angrily when she could breathe. Struggling, she tried to push Pukah away. “I—”


“Hush!” The djinn put his hand over her mouth.


Furious, Asrial clenched her fists and started to beat on the djinn’s chest. Then she, too, heard the sound. Her eyes widening in fear, she went limp in Pukah’s arms.


“Kaug’s back!” whispered the djinn. “I’ve got to go!”


Pukah vanished so suddenly that Asrial, bereft of his support, nearly fell. Weakly, she sank down on the bed and crouched there, shivering, listening to what was happening outside the basket.


Slowly, unconsciously, her tongue moved across her lips, as though she could still taste a lingering sweetness.


“Master!” cried Pukah in a transport of joy. “You’ve returned!” He flung himself on the cave floor.


“Humpf,” growled Kaug, glowering at the groveling djinn. “He doesn’t pull the wool over my eyes!”


“Indeed, such a thing would take a great many sheep, Master,” said Pukah, cautiously rising to his feet and padding after the ’efreet, who was stomping about the cave angrily.


“He fears Khardan!”


“Does he, Master?”


“Not because your former master is mighty or powerful, but because Quar can’t rule him and, seemingly, he can’t kill him.”


“So my master—former master—is not dead?”


“Is that a great surprise to you, little Pukah? No, I thought not. Nor to your winged friend, either, eh?”


“Unless Sond has sprouted feathers, I have no idea to whom my Master is referring.” Pukah prostrated himself upon the floor, extending his arms out in front of him. “I assure my Master of my absolute loyalty. I would do anything for my Master, even go in search of the Calif, if my Master commands it.”


“Would you, Pukah?” Kaug, turning, eyed the djinn intently.


“Nothing would give me greater pleasure, My Master.”


“I believe that for once you are telling the truth, little Pukah.” The ’efreet grinned. “Yes, I think I will take you up on your offer, slave of the basket. You understand who it is you serve now, don’t you, Pukah? By the laws of the djinn, I am your master, you are my servant. If I ordered you to bring Khardan sliced neatly into four equal parts, you would do so, would you not, slave?”


“Of course, My Master,” said Pukah glibly.


“Ah, already I can see your mind turning, planning to find some way out of this. Let it turn all it wants, little Pukah. It is like a donkey tied to the waterwheel. Round and round he goes, never getting anywhere. I have your basket. I am your master. Do not forget that or the penalty if you disobey me.”


“Yes, My Master,” said Pukah in a subdued voice.


“And now, to prove your loyalty, little Pukah, I am going to send you on an errand before you go and search for the missing Khardan. I command you to take the chirak of Sond to a certain location. You will leave it there and you will return to me for my orders concerning the Calif.”


“Where is this ‘certain location,’ My Master?”


“Not backing out already, little Pukah, are you?”


“Certainly not, My Master! It is just that I need to know where I am going in order to get there, you dundering squidhead.” This last being muttered under Pukah’s breath.


“Despite his harsh treatment of me, I am going to grant Sond his heart’s wish. I am going to reunite him with his beloved Nedjma. You wanted to know where the Lost Immortals were, little Pukah?”


“I assure my Master that I have not the slightest interest—”


“Take the lamp of Sond and fly with it to the city of Serinda and you will discover what has become of the Vanished Ones.”


“Serinda?” Pukah’s eyes opened wide; he raised his head from the floor. “That city no longer exists, My Master. It vanished beneath the desert sands hundreds of years ago, so long past that I cannot even remember it.”


Kaug shrugged. “Then I am asking you to deliver Sond’s chirak to a dead city, little Pukah. Do you question my commands already?” The ’efreet’s brow creased in a frown.


“No, Master!” Pukah flattened himself completely. “The wings of which you speak are on my feet. I will return to my dwelling—”


“No need to rush, little Pukah. I want you to take some time to look around this interesting city. For—if you fail me, djinn—your basket will find itself sitting in Serinda’s marketplace.”


“Yes, My Master. Now I’ll just be getting back to my dwelling—”


“Not so fast. You must wear this.” A black, three-sided rock attacked to a leather thong appeared in the ’efreet’s hand. “Sit up.” Pukah did as he was ordered and Kaug cast the thong around the djinn’s neck. The rock—which came to a point at the top like a small pyramid—thumped against Pukah’s bare chest. Pukah regarded it dubiously.


“It is kind of you to give me this gift, Master. What is this interesting looking stone, if I might ask?”


“Black tourmaline.”


“Ah, black tourmaline,” said Pukah wisely. “Whatever this is,” he muttered.


“What did you say?”


“I will keep it always, Master, to remind me of you. It’s ugly enough.”


“You must learn to speak up, little Pukah.”


“I was saying that if you don’t need me, I will return to my dwelling and put this marvelous object somewhere safe—”


“No, no! You will wear it at all times, little Pukah. Such is my wish. Now, be gone!”


“Yes, Master.” Rising to his feet, Pukah headed for his basket.


“What are you doing?” Kaug growled.


Pukah stopped, glancing over his shoulder. “I am returning to my dwelling, O Mighty Master.”


“Why? I told you to take Sond’s lamp and leave.”


“And so I will, Master,” said Pukah firmly, “after I have made myself presentable. These”—he indicated his pantalons—“are stained with blood and slime. You would not want me appearing before your friends in such a state, Master. Think how it would reflect upon you!”


“I have no friends where you are going, little Pukah,” Kaug said with a grim smile. “And believe me, in Serinda, no one will remark on a few spots of blood.”


“Sounds like a cheerful place,” Pukah reflected gloomily. “Then I am not going to my dwelling. I am just going over to pick up Sond’s lamp, Master,” the djinn said loudly, sidling nearer and nearer his basket. “The floor of this cave is extremely wet. I hope I don’t slip and fall—Ooops!”


The djinn sprawled headlong on the floor, knocking over the basket. As it hit the ground, the lid flew off and Pukah made a desperate attempt to slip inside, but Kaug was there ahead of him. Grabbing the lid, the ’efreet slammed it on top of the basket and held it there firmly with his huge hand.


“I hope you have not hurt yourself, little Pukah?” the ’efreet said solicitously.


“No, thank you, Master.” Pukah gulped. “It is amazing how fast one of your bulk can move, isn’t it, Master?”


“Isn’t it, little Pukah? Now, you will be going!”


“Yes, Master.” Sighing, Pukah leaned down and picked up Sond’s lamp. Slowly and reluctantly, the young djinn began to dwindle away into the air until all that remained of him was his eyes, staring disconsolately at the basket. “Master!” cried his disembodied voice. “If you would only grant me—”


“Be gone!” roared Kaug.


The eyes rolled upward and disappeared.


Instantly the ’efreet snatched off the lid of the basket and thrust his huge hand inside.




Book Two


THE BOOK OF ZHAKR1N I




Chapter 1


The procession wound its way slowly across the plains toward the city of Idrith. It was a magnificent sight, and—as word of its approach spread through the souks—many Idrithians clambered up the narrow stairs and lined the city walls to see, exclaim, and speculate.


At the head of the procession marched two mamalukes. Gigantic men, both seven feet tall, the slaves wore red-and-orange feathered headdresses that added an additional three feet to their height. Short black leather skirts banded by gold encircled their narrow waists. Gold flashed from the collars they wore round their necks, jewels glittered on the headdresses. Their chests and legs were bare, their skin oiled so that it glistened in the noonday sun. In their hands, each mamaluke carried a banner with a strange device, the like of which had never before been seen in Idrith. On a background red as blood, there glistened a black snake with eyes of orange flame.


Now snake banners were common enough—every city had at least one minor or major potentate who thought himself wily enough to deserve such a symbol. But this particular insignia had something unusual—and sinister—about it.


The snake’s body was severed in three places and still, from the portrayal of the forked tongue flicking from the silken mouth, it seemed that the snake lived.


Behind the mamalukes marched six muscular slaves clad in black leather skirts bound with gold but without the additional finery of the standard-bearers. These slaves bore between them a palanquin whose white curtains remained tightly closed, permitting no one to catch a glimpse of the person who rode inside. A troop of goums mounted on matching black horses closely followed the palanquin. The soldiers’ uniforms were a somber black, with black short coats and matching black, flowing pants that were tucked into knee-high red leather boots. Each man wore upon his head a conical red hat adorned with a black tassel. Long, curved-bladed swords bounced against their left legs as they rode.


But it was that which came behind these goums in the solemn processional that caught the attention of the crowd on the walls of Idrith. Numerous slaves bore between them three litters, each covered by white fabric. Several goums rode at the side of the litters. The heads of these soldiers were bowed, their black uniforms were torn, they wore no hats.


Following the litters was another squadron of goums, escorting three baggage-laden camels decked out in splendid finery—orange-and-red feathered headdresses, long tassels of black fringe that bounced about their spindly legs.


From the slow movement and sorrowful mien of those marching across the plains, it was soon obvious to the people of Idrith that this was a funeral cortege they were observing from the walls. Word spread and more people pushed their way through the crowds to see. Nothing attracts attention like a funeral, if only to reassure the onlooker that he himself is still alive.


About a mile from the city gates, the entire procession came to a halt. The standard-bearers dipped their banners—a sign that the party approached in peace. The slaves settled the palanquin on the ground. The goums dismounted, the camels sank to their knees, the rattan-covered litters were lowered with great ceremony and respect to the ground.


Looking and feeling extremely important, aware of hundreds of envious eyes upon him, the Captain of the Sultan’s Guard led a squadron of his men out to meet and inspect the strangers before permitting them to enter the city. Barking a sharp command for his men to keep in line and maintain discipline, the Captain cast a glance toward the Sultan’s palace that stood on a hill above Idirth. The Sultan could not be seen, but the Captain knew he was watching. Bright patches of color crowding the balconies gave indication that the Sultan’s wives and concubines were flocking to see the procession.


His spine might have been changed to iron, so stiff and straight was the back of the Captain as he walked his horse slowly and with great dignity past the standard-bearers, advancing upon the palanquin. A man had emerged from its white curtains and was waiting with every mark of respect to meet the Captain. Beside the man stood the leader of the goums, also on foot and also respectful. A slave held his horse some distance behind him.


Dismounting himself, the Captain handed the reins of his horse to one of his men and walked forward to meet the head of the strange procession.
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