





“If you would rather DO than Dodge . . .
rather ACT than ACCEPT...
then consult Doctor Mordant ...

call the Dreamhouse #1 ...

So read the advertisement, and so began Albert
Jones’ escape from the stilted, all too safe reality he
lived, into a world with all the adventure and swash-
buckling heroics he wanted. For what he wanted,
he dreamed . . . and at the Dreamhouse, what he

dreamed became what was.

There were only two minor catches to intrude into
his perfect dreamworld, to remind him that he pos-

sessed another consciousness: Beware Compassion
and Do Not Meet One Other....

Turn this book over for
second complete novel
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Part One: The Dreamer Sleeps
ONE:

Tue BEAM of light originated at the Sun and extended
in a more or less straight line through time and space,
bent here and there by refraction of and reflection from
other minute specks of dust and other intangible belts,
pulses, waves and currents arbitrarily encountered on its
way . . . extended then for roughly 92,900,000 miles,
give or take a few man-clamored-for units of measure,
to meet its penultimate semi-obstacle in the form of a
window-blind undulating gently in an afternoon wind.

Its final destination in a measurable way after this
uncaring travel was, of all things on earth, a thin layer
of fleshy tissue forming the closed eyelid of a sleeper,
born a man, fathered by a Jones, and unfortunately la-
beled soon after the event as “Albert.” Semi-super-
stitiously given this name in memory of a then but re-
cently-late philosopher of the same cognomen, with a
hidden belief in the mind of father Jones that the name
maketh the man, the man in question had thereafter
been given the distasteful task of becoming either a
Victorianated Albert, a man-of-the-masses Bert, or a
straight-man Hemingwayesque Al

The lid opened to the light, which now hit the ex-
posed brown iris, and promptly closed again in re-
action against this too-strong stimulus. The housing head,
rumpling more the long hair wom in the manly fashion



of the day, turned slightly on the cloth-swaddled air
pillow and remained in the new position for several
seconds before turning again into the beam of light,
which now found itself halted, if not permanently so,
by a high-bridged, somewhat pallid nose which gave a
humorously melancholic air to the face which sur-
rounded it. This face now animated itself in response to
messages from within and the lips of the almost too-
wide mouth parted in a yawn which seemed about to
dislocate the jaw buried somewhere under the brown
Vandyke beard: a Vandyke however which was per-
sonalized by the continuation of its upward reaches into
the moustache, and the absence of it from the lower
lip.

Other signals combined to open both the eyes and to
wrinkle the normally clear brows. A finger reached from
below the sheets to scratch musingly at one ear as the
yawn subsided into a refined belch and then ended,
leaving the lips settled into a sidewise and elongated
“S,” cynically turned up at the left, and bent discourag-
edly down at the right. The finger’s arm dragged itself
further from its sheets and reposed itself behind the
head, revealing itself to be slim and muscled in but a
minor way, sufficient for utilitarian purposes, but ill-
equipped for more than, say, supporting a twenty pound
stack of books for more than five minutes, even with
linked fingers.

The eyes disclosed beneath quarter-lowered lids be-
gan to move.

They focused first upon the bed-overhead, which
sloped upward from the wall to the ceiling at a 45-
degree angle, and to which was plasti-taped, immedi-
ately above the eyes, an illustrated verse in Chinese,
in the old pre-Neo-Chinese style. As though prompted
by the thought behind this observation, the eyes next
moved downward and over, to the center of the ceiling
proper nicely aligned with the middle of the top of the
wooden window-frame, where a violent barrage of pri-
mary reds and yellows in an abstract of the new Chi-
nese style burst into color even in the shadow of the
lowered blinds. A further apparent mental link moved
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the eyes to a scrutiny of a pair of black-filigreed yellow
silkiton chemi-shorts which hung flamboyantly yet not
indecorously from the old-fashioned chrome light fix-
ture.

Chemi-shorts! thought the mind of Al Jones. What a
perfect example of semantics being quicker than the
mind. Chemi, because from chemical fibers, yet pro-
nounced as in chemise, or chemin de fer, and so doubly
French, exotic and sexy. DoublyP TriplyP Triply! An
acid commentaryl So mused the mind’s surface, sinking
slowly beneath the slumber line and at the same time
seeping up so that the top show-face merged with the
third “me”-face to form the conscious mask Al felt he
was. Picking up the dropped clues, he mused on Mei-
Lin, the Peking Exchange student who'd last occupied
his bed and bored contemplation, and thought back
through the so delightfully occupied shorts and the
ecstatic boldly emblazoned gift of ceiling decoration to
his own more subtle selection of the verse.

Pre-Neo? Old-fashioned? Nostalgic? What word suited
his type of personality? How can I be nostalgic for a
time and place 1 never knew? Why do there seem to
me to be more solid things rooted in the past than in
the present? Since the past is smoke from a dampened
fire? Since that time existed before my own pulses be-
gan? Since that place is a constantly eroding piece of
landscape and artifact? Nothing exists except change.
So why do I dig a past-existent pattern of things and
abstractions, a hip archaeologist? Why am 1 a vicarious
time-voyager? Why any of us?

Yes, why any of us, in this day and age?

The thaught took his eyes to the astrodayt on his desk,
across the room. March 3, 1992, and (squinting) Tues-
day at 2:30 p.M. West North American time and 22:30
World Standard Time. (Wonder why they still include
the archaic WNA calculation, and even put it above
WST?P another part of his mind wondered.) This day
and age. This time and place. What are we really re-
searching for in the un-nostalgic past?

By inference his eyes were next drawn to the veri-
taped invitation lying next to the astrodayt. As his mind
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leaped to a rehearing of the tape, his overt memory
drew up an edited revision of the sequel to his accept-
ance.

DR. NO: c¢/o ALBERT JONES: BERKSANFRAN:
(94701:S54/1811/A4) WITH LOVE FROM RUS-
SIAN HILL CHAPTER BONDSMEN MEET TO-
NIGHT: WEAR WHITE WALTHER: PASSWORD
QUOTE SILENCERS ARE GOLDFINGERED UN-
QUOTE: COUNTERSIGN QUOTE SPIES ARE
VARIETY OF LIFE UNQUOTE: DRESS WHITE
TIE AND/OR BUNNY TAILS: 3/3/92 WST 04:00:
THE MORGANS: NO RSVP: BE THERE OR
LOSE OO STATUS.

M/GSF
(Bondsmen, he thought. Yes indeedy, there was a

world of unconscious irony therel)

TWO:

Morgans’ was the same as always, and seemingly, as
of ever. The two 100-watt-bulbed portraits of the two
pirates hung luminously in the store front, the florid
countenance of J. P. setting off the wine-red doublet of
Henry, against their dark-suited background. The same
twin-paired sets of hard eyes still followed the observer
one-up-manly through the spastic-plastic that expen-
sively rippled their countenances into a risible, all-too
visible sneer. The black-glassed door still carried a sinis-
ter, hump-shouldered swing as it opened silently after
the exchange of sign and countersign.

On the threshold Al took a last glance back over the
skyline of Greater San Francisco, to where a thumb of
fog was blurring the outlines of the communopolis. The
cold hurried him inward, past the invisible steward
with the million dollar croaked voice, and he strove to
see past the evanescent roils of kickapoo smoke beneath
the clarifying light of fuzz-required 120-watts. Hastily
he slipped on his infras and, clear of obfuscation, saw
at the end of the room his particular ingroup, Thomas

and the band.
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Though at least half of those there were wearing their
infras he managed to make his way to the far end with-
out more than a hypocritical “Hi there” to two parties
that rowdily hailed him on passage. He had to stumble
over an outstretched leg at the last table, however,
where yet another invariable Goldfinger Girl stretched,
clad in nothing but a pigment of her own imagination,
but an over-elaborate gesture of “Now I don’t see you;
later I will” sufficed to let him past the gilt barrier.

“Washington lobbyist?” queried Thomas, as Al arrived.

“What?”

“Investing in Government blondes; she’s a Fed. Hap-
pily only a Natfed, not an Infed. Gaining experience as
much as anything else. No harm done, or expected.
What you might call a Goldfink.”

“Pans for a low assay?”

“That calls for a first drink on me. What’s your de-
naturef”

“Usual, of course. Don’t tell me I'm untreasured
among your memories, Thomas!” »

“Of course, the unexpected usual. Sirrahl” he hailed,
turning toward the bar on which he poised, like an
eagle on a fence. “Sirrahl A stirrup cup for my friend!
A malt, no less.”

Benignly and somewhat highly, he tousled Al's hair.
Tossing the head back to fully reveal the minute bow
tie which hitherto his down-jutting coffined chin had
hidden almost completely from view, he quoted from
memory: “Bring on the malt liquidity, you sons of
spent iniquity; for beer, as well as being gassy, is abso-
lutely so déclassé.” His neighboring chortle startled the al-
ready unstable atmosphere for a moment, but all un-
worrying he scooped up the half-pint china mug that
was scudding along the greased bar-top, and handed it
to Al; the hand which up to now had been embracing
his friend’s shoulders now miraculously appearing with
a small glass of his customary medium vodka dry mar-
tini, with a slice of lemon peel, (shaken and not stirred)
all but lost in its vastness.

“Chin, chin, old fellah,” mocked Thomas; and, “Cheers,
m’dear,” replied Al in the time-honored response.
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A flat-chested female who seemed bent on proving
her deficiency sidled up to Thomas at that moment and
stretched herself on tiptoe to whisper in his ear. Al
diplomatically let his attention wander elsewhere, sur-
veying the frenetic assemblage, but Thomas had never
been one to hold to an ill-kept secret.

“Elvira’s an artists’ model. Sleeps around more than
stamina would seem to indicate,” he leered, with heavy
innuendo.

And Elvira stalked preysworthily off to the nearest
table, where the Goldfinger Girl was having her gilt
edges closely examined by a Bondsman.

Wise to the weary game, Al inquired, in that certain
tone of voice that telegraphs a western union of word,
whimsy and wit: “She acts like a call-girl. But.”

In a voice like the second gravedigger, Thomas asked,
“But what?”

“Well, she’d be a nice girl to call for a visit, but I
wouldn’t want to live with her.” And nonchalantly he fin-
ished his half of stout malt.

A full minute went by, with no audible or visible
reaction, and when he took his nose out of his mug it
was to discover that a full pint was lined up on the bar
athwart him, and that Thomas was blandly regarding
the room, his own infras firmly ensconced on his preda-
tory nose. An aura of blanketed silence seemed to en-
close their immediate area, but Al was conscious of the
pervading beat from some hidden audiophone, pulsing
out the thythm of the Twist. Nothing later than 64, he
thought. Where in the past is the line drawn between
passé and palatable nostalgia? Why not tom-tomsP Or
clavicords? Or the mouth-bows of our own heritage?
In an empty space between tables a buxom bikini-
bottomed blonde began to gyrate and genuflect, making
her orisons to the lost goddess of lust which she strove
to exemplify. Surrounding cultists either laughed and
clapped in time or suavely stepped into her dance at a
slower beat.

Al was about to turn away when a black-bodied youth
stepped into the area and stripped his shirt from him.
The girl at first only noticed him as he responded to her
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movements, but then she in turn responded to the mo-
ment, the music, and the mood, and for a full minute
they acted out a miniature ballet of desire and con-
quest, which ended as he seized her hand and drew
her, laughing and panting, to the bar.

At a gulp he finished half of the new drink, bothered
somehow by something he had glimpsed and could but
half interpret. Safe sex by the withdrawal method. Why
do they . . . how can they stop at such a point, without
damaﬂmg their psyches? Do they imagine, really, that
they've just only finished a hard set of tennis? Love all?
God, what’s the matter with me; am I beginning to feel
that even open, naked lust should be romantic, and not
just something healthy to indulge in? He shook himself
and finished his drink. Thomas tapped him on the shoul-
der.

“Meeting comes to order in a2 moment; see me after
the show. I think we should talk together.”

Al nodded and continued to lean against the bar.
Someone had switched on the Sensoplex and music
rhythms from the tapes were merging and contrasting
as their random autoconsol directed. Walls, plain and
decorated, the ceiling, the thick mat of room-height
smoke, heads, bodies, drapes and banners, scintilla-
scopes and sculptaloids all reflected and refracted lights,
colors, patterns, designs, still and moving pictures and
kaleidoscopic light sources thrown and projected from
various points throughout the room. He felt himself
get higher as the sequences changed through Poe-
esque bizarre phantasms, through Arabian Nights’ sim-
plistic and exotic conjurations, through several of the
hells of Dante, with lifts from Dore and Bosch, to
pastorals of the graceful Greeks and back through a
representation of a Bacchanalia, all without the “per-
formers” doing other than what they had originally been
doing—laughing, talking, fetching drinks, smoking, danc-
ing, or whatever.

Three eccentric strobes were plunged into the circuit,
and the consol decided to throw solid colors and shades

rather than patterns. The box of room became intensely
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three-dimensional, with great eye-wrenching thrusts of
objects and people toward the viewer.

A gypsy-costumed girl from the Chapter’s own staff
had somehow sorted her personal rhythm from among
the elements flowing around, and began a wild, hair-
lashing, finger-clicking, heel-stamping dance atop a
central table, and in the strobes she seemed to be some-
times two, sometimes six separate images of herself. Her
scintillating silks caught like flames as golds, reds, or-
anges and purples whirled around the room, then van-
ished into a symphony of sea-shades as blues, aquas,
and greens merged with the purples and flooded out
and displaced the fiery tints.

Mesmerized by her own selected tone a platinumed
blonde drifted into an aisle and zipped down her one-
piece gown, leaving it in shimmering coals of color
around her ankles, while she swayed ever so slightly,
and imperceptibly turned her body around on the balls
of her toes, hands above her head continuing the slow
undulations of her body. With her face turned upward,
her eyes closed and lips parted, her nude body at times
lost itself among the rushing display of lights. Watching
her unwilled body wind itself into the topmost towers
and turrets of her mind, Al was reminded once again
of the similarity between this scene and that which dis-
closed itself in an internally-lighted home aquarium,
with all other lights blacked out. As effortlessly as gaudy,
beautiful or fantastic fish, people swam in and out of
their own peculiar heavens.

Suddenly the mood was switched and electronic music
whipped and sighed through the air, the only man-
provoked tones being the lush, languorous, sensuous
vibes which engoldened the room. The dominant color
became lavender, with occasional deep swatches of dark
green, and computer-drawn designs tattooed them-
selves fleetingly on the swaying girl’s skin; the dips and
swells of her body first collecting pools of shadow then
overflowing them so that they ran down and across her
body, crisscrossed with Inca-like tracings, and Japanese

calligraphic brush-strokes. Transparencies of newsprint
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mottled her body, and suddenly made her a flat, child’s
silhouette, cut from a print-magazine.

Her ensorcelled hair glowed with pale flame of coal-
gas for a fraction of time, then grew into grass as her
body was flooded and washed over with a green tint.
Surrounding her was a moving mirage of characters,
animals from no Earthly zoo, as other projectors began
to trigger blowshots of microcosmic creatures, stained
with pinks and pale yellows. With the strobes it seemed
to Al that he could at times see through both furnishings
and people.

Transparencies thrown onto a world screen: overlap-
ping, impinging our presences and personalities on oth-
ers, onto the real existing world of eroding objects, mak-
ing no impressions, flashed on and off by a genetic
trigger,

He signaled for another drink and drank slowly, his
back to the room and its occupants, to the molten sculp-
tures, the unfrozen paintings, and with his ears mentally
blocked against the poetry in abstract, the solidified
music, the unverbalized words. Against the back of the
bar the singing light sources played over the multitudes
of plain and fancy bottles, and he closed his eyes to the
coruscating, forever uncapturable colors, dipped from a
palpitating palette.

He wondered where Thomas had disappeared to,
then, as the sound tapes began to grow quieter, and sur-
mised he had gone to relax the consol.

Without the music, and with the participating audi-
ence sunk into a meditative silence, the effect of the still
busy Vistors was to make the clashings and blendings
of light appear as solid as a sun-impinged cloud at sun-
set, while the real substance of the scene appeared in-
substantial and ethereal. Gradually, as the strobes flick-
ered off and the lights one by one lost their intensity
and glowed out to darkness, the necessary darkness
allowing the viewer to regain his normality, Al won-
dered what would happen if, when the ordinary light-
ing system was switched on, the four walls and all con-
tents had vanished, and only the illusory wraiths of
sense-stimulators remained.
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And if I accepted that happening, then would those
wraiths become reality for meP Is the unsane, unseen
world in a madman’s mind any less real because it has
only one viewer? He shook his own head to clear it of
these demons of doubt but the impious thoughts per-
sisted.

THREE:

They remained through the early part of the Chap-
ter’s official meeting, these fogging thoughts. As the ten
Bondsmen and Handmaidens, the former attired in char-
acter costume and the latter in ’tards and bunny-tails,
sat before M’s desk on the room-width clients’ couch,
Al found his mind drifting off and away from the mat-
ters at hand and things discussed. As Barbra, the long-
silver-haired Negro girl in skintight, body-fitting cream
tards stood at attention before Thomas, the brilliant
circle of light from the ceiling glittering the lines of jet-
black trim that lined her costume while she delivered
the financial report, Al found his attention wandering
till his gaze fixed on the three-dimensional waximile of
James Bond, as portrayed by Sean Connery, still the
Honorary President of the International Society of
Bondsmen.

What makes us sit here, like a bunch of Ju-His on our
first Mary Jane Outing? We're told that we have now
fully realized the complete reality of ourselves and the
world in which we live. We take our Trips for variety,
but more of us every year increase our dosage. Thank
God at least it’s legal and controlled, and it is neither
allowed nor possible to become psychologically ad-
dicted. But even those of us who use Trippers either in-
frequently or not at all join something like this, which
is so many steps away from reality—based on the old
movie portrayals of actors performing to a director’s in-
terpretation of characters invented by an author for
books which were, even in their own time, deliberately
drawn larger than life. And even then, most of the mem-
bership still finds that it needs further stimulation/

He visualized the crowded Halls, each area set up to
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extend or enhance the sensory perceptions of the hallu-
cinators, and each centering on a particular sense, tac-
tile, audible, visual, palatal, olfactory or interior, with
overlapping areas. Somehow he had always managed
to find his high points without resorting to boosting
Trippers, after his enforced testing and initiation in
Junior High. His Basecard showed him to be non-
addictable to any drug or stimulant, from alcohol
through the barbiturates on up to and including the
latest Argadian groups, and so he was safe to indulge,
and had no physically morbid distastes.

He came out of his thoughts as he heard Thomas, in
his role as M, call upon him.

“Doctor No. Hoi, Doctor No! The Bondsmen await
your report on the next High Adventure that you've
planned for the Chapter.”

Forcing himself to take a firm grip on the existing
circumstances, Al rose to his feet and marched to the
desk, smoothing down the white smock which was part
of his character, and smoothing his face into the pseudo-
Oriental blankness that his role demanded. In front of
the desk he first snapped to attention, then bent himself
in an obsequious bow.

“As M decides, so shall it be,” he said. “I have the
utmost honor to announce that this otherwise unworthy
being has prepared a program which, in this humble
one’s opinion, will whet the exquisite appetites of our
membership. A program, a planned happening, which
includes elements designed to unjade the desires of our
most satiated Adventurers.”

Thomas stirred in his leather seat. “Your absorption
into character, Doctor No, is much to be esteemed; but
I think it is the feeling of the meeting that a straight-
forward account of the facts would be more appreciated
at the moment. The extent of your practice is recog-
nized, Doctor; but a little more semantic surgery would
be desirable at this time.”

Al clicked his tongue to acknowledge the wordplay
and continued. “I've set up a Thunderball barbecue,
down in Baja. There will be mixed teams in opposition,
headed respectively by myself and Largo over there.”
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The large, handsome Italian with the big nose, burst-
ing through his skin with debonair domination, nodded
and smiled.

“Largo will make his own confidential plans, of course,
but his main purpose will be to defeat our attempts to
raise the treasure—the location of which he does not,
as yet, know. I have arranged for scuba equipment and
have rented a flock of submarinettes for the use of
both sides. Simulated sharks and barracudas will be
present, and underwater mines will be laid. Statedets
have been alerted and will oversee the entire opera-
tion, and the plan has been cleared through the Nat-
Feds. The beach chosen for the barbecue is private, so
the membership can do as they will. There is an under-
sea grotto in the immediate area which has been well
stocked with semiprecious stones from Jewel Beach, and
non-participants in the Adventure proper will be noti-
fied of its precise location.” He hesitated, then con-
tinued, “As usual, therefore, the Adventure will be di-
vided amongst those who wish to turn on to the unreal,
and those who pretend to a search for the more concrete
aspects of our culture.”

“Real treasure?” asked Thomas.

“Real treasure. Gold. But not enough to upset the
spirit of Keynes and disrupt society. Our funds can stand
it.”

“Ah, Keynes,” mused Thomas, his eyes studiously
fixed on the Bond waximile. “The gross prophet of the
capitalistic world.”

With an accompanying sign of disgust Al clicked his
tongue and concluded.

“The Statedets ‘have approved the plan and have
found no antisocial elements involved. Bureau Chief
Flanders even regretted that he was not thirty years
younger, so that he could join us. I gather that he was
originally one of Kennedy’s New Frontiersmen, and is
an avid reader of The Books.”

“Thank you, Doctor No. You may retire into your
laboratory and continue to dream of ways to change
the world.”

16



Thomas waited until Al had resumed his seat, then
rose from behind the desk. :

“Fellow Bondsmen, and Handmaidens! All reports
have been heard, and I take it that there are no Specters
among us to give the Nay to any of them. Yes? O.K,
then I will conclude by asking you all to ratify the new
Constitution of the Chapter, as required by the Nat-
Feds and the Statedets. I am certainly glad to learn that
its new Chief is almost one of us. A copy of the new
draft is before you, and I will wait until you have read
it before asking for your vote.”

He sat down. Al glanced at the recordogram in his
hand.

CONSTITUTION

Article I
The name of this society shall be: The “With
Love From Russian Hill” Chapter of the Interna-
tional Bondsmen.

Article 11

The purpose of the society shall be the study and
where possible the enactment of The Books.

Article I11
All persons, regardless of sex, color, race, or political
affiliation, who pass examinations in The Books set
from time to time by officers of the Chapter, and
who are otherwise, by reason of their reported and
self-admitted habits, considered suitable, shall be
eligible for entry into the Chapter.

Article IV
The officers of the Chapter shall be: an “M”; a
James Bond surrogate; and a Miss Moneypenny.
The duties of M shall be those commonly per-
formed by a President of a society.
The duties of James Bond shall be those commonly
performed by a Secretary-General.
The duties of Miss Moneypenny shall be those com-
monly performed by a Secretary and Treasurer.
There shall also be, from time to time as appointed,
those officers whose duties shall be to organize, con-
trol, and suggest activities suitable to the nature of
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the Chapter, numbering at no time less than five
nor more than seven.

Membership
At no time shall a Bondsman or Handmaiden be
considered in default; but a grant shall be made by
Her Majesty’s Treasury, through the Chapter’s
Treasury, to provide for such needs and require-
ments of the member as shall be deemed fit by the
Officers.
All Officers and all members shall be at all times
subject to the laws of the Sovereign State of Cali-
fornia, and their representatives (The Statedets);
the Nationale of Northern America (The NatFeds);
and the World (The IntFeds).
At all times, and in all places, no Officer, and no
member shall cause to bring into actual physical or
psychic danger the body, mind or person of any
personality under the jurisdiction of IntFed.

To the nonsurprise of Al, used as he was to the ever-
encroaching power to subjugate of the IntFed authority
which ultimately decided what was in reason to do, all
of the Officers drew their blank-shooting Walther PPK’s
and fired, rather than reaching into their shoulder-
holsters and letting go with the sawed-barreled Berettas.

All of a sudden he felt sick, and with the barest nod
to Thomas, got up and returned to the bar, which by
this time was all but deserted. There were still some
late-comers at the Dispensorium, down by the left wall,
but these were scurrying with the intensity of disgodded
religieux for the temporary security of the mystic-making
Halls.

He signaled for another pint of malt and threw his
head back to let the liquid pour outrageously down his
throat. He coughed as a large hand struck him between
the shoulders, and looked up to see the saturnine
Thomas smiling down at him.

“I thought that the good Doctor No . . . I beg your
pardon, my good friend Albert . . . took no stock in
stimulants? Albert, my boy, I want a word with you,
and here is just as good a place as another.”
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For perhaps the thousandth time, Al wished that his
friend would get over the name hang-up, and call him
just plain Al Because one didn’t want to be called Tom
was no excuse to lay the whole formal nomenclature on
every acquaintance. (“Tom is the name of the thief,
the Piper’s Son; of the confreres of Dick and Harry; of
the naive schoolboy Brown; of Bedlam; of little, manipu-
lated manikin o’ Thumb; of poor, downtrodden soldier
Atkins; poor Tom-fool of the acceptors. I am Thomas,
descended from the Doubter, through Aquinas the
Thinker, to me. Me, me, ME . . . Thomas!” said he once
cynically to Al)

Al shrugged a hand around the scene. “I don’t know.
This. These people. I feel bored, up to my brainlobes in
a kind of fog. The feeling’s been on me for several
days; and I suspect for several weeks before that, down
in my real depths.”

Thomas smiled. “Probably just the usual four-month
blues, Albert. Let’s see, how long is it since you started
your off-time?”

“Five weeks. And another thirteen to go before I'm
due back at the desk. But it isn’t that. Or at least, it’s
what’s behind the whole thing. Here we are, with a guar-
anteed four months in every year free from jobbing and
on full pay, so that we can get on with any real work
that we want to do, or to loaf around if that suits us
better. But what is there to do, for most of us? We don’t
want to paint, or sculpt, or write, or compose; we don’t
have the talent to invent; we're just part of the ninety-
five percent who can do a job well, and perhaps can
think and dream. Savio’s New Freedom Declaration was
a good thing, I admit . . . it put the economy of this
world back on a level plane, and on the face of it the
idea was humane and just what the world had been cry-
ing for. But where is the fun in life any more? Some of
us escape . . . look at them down there, all about to es-
cape into their own heads. But they can’t do it forever;
they have to come back to this level eventually.

“Before New Freedom a lot of us did manage to get
into our own worlds on a long-term basis. They called
us mad, insane, mentally disturbed, but the fantasy we,
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they, created was as real to them as the world we see
around us! If a Psyche from the ’sixties were to go into
any one of our Sensoriums now, he’d say the bods there
were out of their senses, temporarily insane. And so they
are, every last one of them, out of five senses and into
the other one. But a few hours later they come down into
full and firm possession of all their six senses. Back to
this world. And it may be a good idea for the artistic and
creative types, but what about the rest of us, who are
at best mere dreamers?”

Thomas was looking humorously askance. “Everyone
expanded. No more major wars. Practically no exploi-
tation of anyone by anyone else. Freedom of the sexes
and for the sexes. Sane child-rearing. An indulgent form
of government, guarded only against ourselves. A mini-
mum of jobbing, sufficient to keep the world balanced.
An unbiased system of interlocking and overlapping
constabularies to prevent practically every form of dan-
ger, disaster and disease. . . . What else do you want?”

Al sighed. What was the use? How to explain it? He
tried.

“You've just said the key phrase, Thomas. We are
protected, from womb to tomb. Look at it. I organize
an Adventure for the Chapter, and the Statedets have
to pass on it. And theyll be there, oho, never fear.
They’ll check out all our gear, and theyll patrol the area,
and they’ll scan every cubic centimeter of sand and
water that we'll occupy, to make sure that no one can
possibly graze his knee on a piece of wood from a wreck,
or, goddammit, even get sunstroké or overly sunburntl

“Thomas, where the hell is the Adventure? What can
anyone do these days to pit his life against the un-
known? There is no unknown, there are no true adven-
tures, there can be no danger. Only these simulated
dangers, only these synthetic adventures. We still have
bullfights, oh yes; and what happens if the bull looks
as though he might win? He gets electrocuted from be-
low ground by the cop at the console. You can still sail
a fifteen-foot boat around the world, but all the way you
are monitored by remote TriDi so that you don’t inad-
vertently get your pinky wet. And TriDi itself: ‘So real
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you are therel” except that vou are not there! You're not
in the jungle, or on the moon, or being attacked by
Amerinds, or being chased down an alley by IntFeds.
You're sitting right in the middle of your TriDi cube,
and nothing’s going to happen to you! Thirty years ago
society was driving people out of their minds. Now it’s
driving them into their minds . . . and some of us haven’t
got a place to hide in, down in there'

He signaled for another malt, got it, and gulped half
before he was ready to continue. Thomas made neither
reply nor comment, but blandly surveyed the activities
of such Chapter members who were still around in the
subdued room. Al swallowed, and went on.

“Fifty, sixty years ago, people could console them-
selves on their lack of opportunity, or the dreariness of
their existence, or the emptiness of their minds, or the
meaninglessness of their lives by having faith; faith in
some religion or other, some God that would alleviate
their suffering, be responsible for their failures, and
provide them with a general excuse for being the way
they were. The man-god Marx told them that religion
was their opiate, and started an earthly religion of his
own. Now, with all religions and the biased teachings of
any of them outlawed, man has turned to a neo- mvsh-
cism of drugs. . .. Opiates are now the religion of the
masses!

“O.K. I'll grant you that religion was a bad thing to
have taught to irrational, unreasoning children, who
grew up bedeviled by a god-myth. ...”

Thomas stirred and commented, dryly: “It wasn’t bad
for everyone, Albert. Remember, the wages of sin were
a fat living for the priesthood.”

With ill-concealed frustration at the interruption Al
called for a Bond Special, as indicated, then hurried on:
“Sure, sure. It’s not cool to sound off like this, but don’t
humor me, Thomas. Yes, I'm angry; yes, I'm in a bad
state of nerves, despite my shots and pills. But I want
something—adventure, romance, the call of strange
places, the mystery of unique situations . . . something
beyond my reach. And so do our members, and so does

mankind in general. Man was born to reach upward to
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beyond the stars for something unreachable. And he
wants a thrill that is not vicarious, not planned, not
plotted and predicted for him.

“Did you ever read about Lindbergh, Thomas? Didn’t
the story of the ‘Spirit of Saint Louis’ capture your
imagination? Have you read the accounts of the crowds
that tumed out to cheer him, and the millions who
waited in suspense for his success? Why, Thomas, why?
What made him a hero? I'll tell you why and what.”

Excited by his theme he finished off his malt and
leaned on the bar.

“Lindbergh was a hero because he was one man
against the elements. He flew a few thousand miles in
a man-made machine, alone and in full control of his
circumstances. And you remember what happened when
the first astronaut went up and around the world?
If you check back the tapes of the time, and read the
microfiles, you'll find that the public admired him, and
felt for him while he was up there, but in a different
spirit. That man was not in control of himself and his
machine. He was controlled by others, and everything
he did had been predicted and plotted and charted and
checked out. He might have been another mouse, or a
monkey, or a dog. It was the project that was admired,
and the feeling of wonder was felt not for the man so
much as for the ‘marvels of science,” and the ingenu-
ity of “us’ men who could plan and carry out this project.
He was no Columbus; he wasnt Scott, daring the un-
known, the self-reliant. He was only an extension of the
machine. Oh, brave enough himself, I admit; but he
couldn’t capture the imagination of mankind, because
he didn’t really represent the individual.

“Man was earthbound and yearned for the stars, be-
yond his reach. But he couldnt put up a sail and take
off for up there . . . he couldn’t pack a wallet of food,
say goodbye, and step out smartly by himself. He had
to have the complexity of machines, and became a part
of the machine he invented. He was earthbound, and
then suddenly moonbound, but that particular bound
into space was a jump into lunacy, for having discarded
an abstract God whom he thought had controlled his
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activities he now discovered a very concrete God of
wires and lights, and tapes and wheels and currents
and impulses that he knew controlled him, and to whose
laws he had to conform to survive. No matter that he
had invented this new electronic God; he had invented
all his previous Gods tool!

“There is nothing for a man to dare any more, no risk
he can take. He can always find out what chance of
success or failure he has in any undertaking by checking
out with a computer. And if it is a serious business then
he is forced ta check it out by law, and forbidden the
venture if he is liable to be harmed.”

He hammered his glass on the bar-top. Thomas re-
strained him, gently, patiently. Al sighed. “I know, I'm
talking too damn much to no purpose.”

“Have to get it out of your system. Why dont you

try a few days at a Pleasure Dome . . . relax . . . indulge
your senses . . . work out your complexes. . ..”
“Pleasure Domes . . . | What are they except exten-

sions of what we have here in the Halls, with outdoor
sense-stimulants added? Guarded by attendants, so that
we can’t do one another any harm, or do damage to our-
selves. That’s not what I want, Thomas. That isn’t what
anyone wants. I want, they want, we all want some real
action. We want to be pitted against something that
will bring out our three parts, physical, mental and emo-
tional, and challenge them in a meaningful way. We
want some real terror to chill us, not a monster created
in our own minds, which we know, deep down, is not
part of the physical world. We want some real danger to
spice our blood with, not some phantom threat. We
want nerve-wracking, heartrending, painful experiences,
to prove that we are men, a higher grade of animal. We
want real Adventures, not Adventures in Bondage! We
want to be Fawcetts, Livingstones, Marco Polos!’

FOUR:
Musing in the afternoon sunlight, Al grinned ruefully

as he thought of the remainder of his evening. He hadn’t
given in to the temptation to patronize the Dispensori—



um and take a quick Trip, that much he could remem-
ber clearly. But what else had happened was a blur in
his mind. Dimly he recalled Thomas being avuncular,
urging him to go home and sleep it off, steering him
clear of a dreamy-eyed girl with the remark: “Don’t
touch that one, Albert. Unmarried mother-to-be. Labor-
ing under a misconception.”

Vaguely he remembered some magazines being
shoved under his arm, with the advice to stay in bed
and browse through them. Now that was an odd kind of
remark to make, he thought; and looked around the
room to see what had happened to them.

He found that by stretching just a little he could
reach the topmost of the bundle, and opened it to the
screaming three-dimensional color layouts that urged
him to invest, invest, invest! With the world shockingly
brought up to the level of living of the original United
States of North America it was an international buyer’s
market, but of course one did not “buy” anymore, one
invested—money, credit, time, effort.

He riffled through the pages carelessly, until sud-
denly he noticed a red-crayoned circle around a small
classified among the end pages. Surprisingly the circle
seemed not to be yet another example of the advertiser’s
eye-catching gimmickry, but a personal note. Thomas?
He read the ad carefully.

Are you really seeking the Pleasure Dome . . . P
Or is the Golden Road to Samarkand your Trip ... 7P
Or the Yellowbrick Road to Oz ...?

If you would sooner DO
than DODGE ... rather ACT
than ACCEPT ...

then consult Doctor Mordant . ..
call The Dreamhouse #1,
98638-849-4103

(All Calls Collect)

Al breathed a sigh of remembered pleasure. Ah, yes;
the Golden Road to Samarkand. How did HASSAN go,
now? Mmm, yes; “We travel not for trafficking alone;



By hotter winds our fiery hearts are fanned: For lust
of knowing what should not be known, We take the
Golden Road to Samarkand.”

He read the classified again and worked out the call-
code. The first “9” made it General World Area nine
hours west of Greenwich, in the eighth sub-zone, thirty-
cight degrees north of the Equator, which put it . . .
which put it somewhere in the middle of the Greater
San Francisco Areal Interesting. Mysterious, even. But
perhaps just what he was looking for. Certainly he would
rather do than dodge, act than accept. And thinking
about doing, why not act, now?

Throwing back the covers he rose and reached for
the verbiphone. He had refused visiphone service on
the grounds that for a man living in one room it could
be too embarrassing. Like now, he thought to himself,
grinning, aware of his nakedness, as he waited for an
answer to his call.

For a welcome change the voice at the other end in-
dicated a human operator, female, instead of the usual
recorded voice, but despite his cajoling he could gain
no more information other than that the ad was correct,
and that he could make an appointment for as soon as
he liked.

“Why not . . . ah, say, three hours from now? Or
does the doctor refuse appointments in the evenings?”

“No, sir. The doctor will be available at the time you
requested. If a patient is impatient, he feels he should
be on hand to treat the trait.”

“Oh, no; not another punster,” groaned Al

“We find the practice puts our clients in a good
humor, and the bad humor doesn’t harm our practice.”

“Oh God! OX.,, O.K. Just tell the doctor I'll be there
on time; I'll let no procrastination stand between my
progress and his prognosis.”

FIVE:

Al was surprised to find the doctor’s office in a block
of residential apartments. An air-lift took him up six
stories, and the corridor led him to the door beside which
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a modest sign of black script on a glowing fluorescent
panel declared simply: Doctor Mordant.

Since there was neither bell-push nor knocker he sur-
mised that his presence before the door had triggered
a scan-key, and the opening of the door confirmed it, as
the panels became transparent one way, temporarily,
so that whoever was on the inside could check him out.

Inside was a small reception area, designed as the
lobby for a residential apartment, and now doing duty
for the office which no doubt lay behind the interior
door. A small black-topped platform desk, a conturest
for visitors in front of it, a visiphone on its surface, with
a videorecorder attachment, a well-cushioned chair for
the operator, and a good reproduction of a Marris tri-
diactinic placed opposite its projection source on the
opposing wall, completed the furnishings of the space.
Beneath his sandaled feet a shimmer-shag appeared to
stir restlessly.

He stood there for a full minute before the inner door
opened and a woman stepped through. She wore the
traditional white of a doctor’s assistant, plain unoma-
mented 'tards with a brief white armless tunic, and her
golden hair was caught up into an invisible but neat
and sterile plasti-cap. Even in her heelless slips she was
an inch or so taller than Al, but the thing he noticed
first was her eyes. They seemed to have a too-cautious,
too-alien look, unaccountable to him even discounting
the fact that she probably wore contacts. Although the
eyes seemed amused, it was not from the same amuse-
ment that broke her face from its professional mask into
its professional smile.

“Mr. Jones?”

“That’s right.”

“The doctor is waiting to see you. Please come
straight through.”

No preliminariesP No credits to be established? No
tapes to be punched and recorded?

The inner room had evidently been a living area, and
even now there were few signs that it was being put to
use as an office. Low couches, with multicolored cush-

ions of foamite, were scattered about the floor, each
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resting on its air-jets. To one side was a naturalle, com-
plete with small shrubs, a waterfall, a pool and rocks,
with one clear plastic side to the pool in which exotic
lish could be seen. An artificial sun was set in its tracks
across the ceiling, and a cool wind came from the diffus-
ors in the comer. The picture window which filled the
far wall was now closed and screened, and displayed
a moving jungle scene, through which could be glimpsed
various bright tropical birds. Immediately before the
window was the only evidence that this was somethmg
more than a living room, a large semicircular desk, in a
deep blue, with a cream trim, in the top of which was
sct a console, and which probably concealed the various
sensory tape-machines which the doctor would require.

Behind the desk sat the doctor.

Al’s first thought was that the doctor himself was in
need of medical assistance of some kind. Into a lean,
clean-shaven face, sallow to the point of darkness, were
sct two glittering eyes, each floating in a pool of shad-
ows, shadows caused both naturally by the play of sun-
light on the face, and by the unnatural dnress of stress
and exhaustion. A muscle twitched spasmodically under
the right cheek, and the skin between the high cheek-
hone and the edge of the temple, at the comer of the
cye socket, seemed set in a permanent mesh of lines,
like a map of the Mississippi Delta, giving the impres-
sion of the frozen end of a wink. A satvmine, intelligent
[ace, but the lines around the mouth denoted humor.

“Mr. Albert Jones? I am Doctor Mordant. Please sit
down.”

Al fingered a couch to the front of the desk, and re-
laxed back into its softness. The doctor touched keys on
his console and the almost imperceptible hum of record-
ing equipment filled the room. Mordant asked a few
questions regarding Al's background, education, em-
ployment, hobbies, nodding from time to time as some-
thing about one of the replies was to his particular lik-
ing. Now that he had more time to study his inter-
viewer Al noticed that Mordant was older than he at
first appeared to be, probably around sixty or so. He
had a trick, while talking, of running the thumb of his
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right hand around the perimeter of his lips, slowly,
as though in the depths of great thought.

Finally the doctor slapped close a set of console keys
and sat back. During the interview his hand had at
times slipped below the level of the desktop as though
toying with something concealed there, and now as he
straightened and leaned back, a small black kitten
climbed from his knee to his chest and clung there,
while its master continued to fondle it absentmindedly
with his left hand.

“Well, I think those are all the general facts I need to
know, Albert. I may call you Albert, I trust?”

“I would prefer Al, if you don’t mind, Doctor. And,
may I ask two questions before we go on?”

“Certainly, Al”

“Well, in the first place it seems odd to me that you
haven’t yet asked me why I came here, what is wrong
with me, my reason for calling you.”

Mordant smiled as though at a private joke. “You
could only have read my little advertisement. If you
read it, responded, and came here to see me, then I am
sure I know exactly what your needs are. We'll return
to that in a moment. Your second question?”

Al leaned forward. “Just what are you a doctor of?
There are no initials after your name on the door, and
this"—gesturing around him—"doesn’t look too much like
a regular doctor’s office.”

A shadow passed over the other’s face.

“I hold doctorates in several fields. . . . Philosophy,
psychology, sociology and, once, in medicine. Unfortu-
nately, for reasons I will not go into now, I am forever
barred from practicing in the last area by my erstwhile
fellow-practitioners. I have been . . . disbarred, un-
frocked, de . . . medicated as it were. However, 1 can
assure you that you need have no fear of anything
harmful happening to you through listening to me, or
taking any advice I might offer. I prefer conversation
with a minimum of jargon, so you will understand ex-
actly what I am talking about. And you can always get
up an<’ walk away, yes?”

Al nodded. The proposition seemed fair, and some-



thing about Doctor Mordant and his manner intrigued
him. Nothing to lose by merely listening, surely.

“T thank you for your trust, Al. Now, will you please
tell me, in your own words, just why my advertisement
appealed to you. Do you merely feel inactive and
jnded, or was it the romantic connotations of the Golden
Road that drew you?”

Slowly at first, but with gathering speed and lucidity
as he felt the doctor’s interest grow, Al plunged into a
recapitulation of all that he had said and thought the
night before at Morgans’.

Mordant was a good listener and only nodded now
and again and interjected a few “Ahs” and “Uhuhs.” The
kitten purred contentedly. In the middle of the mono-
logue the blonde woman quietly returned, and sat un-
obtrusively near the naturalle, also listening attentively.

“Just so, just so. Man is overprotected, and has lost
his one and only birthright, his decision to die if he
wants to, his choice of continuing on in the world or of
ending his neither richer nor poorer, wiser or more ig-
norant, existence.”

“Well, yes,” said Al, “but it’s not exactly that. I think
youre implying a death-wish in my fight against being
overprotected, Doctor. I don’t think of it in those terms,
actually. T hope to go on living, but I want something
to make the living sweet. I want the contrast of a real
risk of death to make me aware of the mere satisfaction
of being alive. And I find that the contrast offered by
the purely sensory worlds is only one between what my
life might possibly be, if expanded continuously, and
what it actually is. Those worlds don’t excite me, don’t
.. . thrill me.”

“Exactly! Exactlyl” Putting the kitten on the desktop,
Mordant walked around and clapped Al on the shoul-
der. “That is precisely what I had hoped you would say.
You are quite right; it is not a secret death-wish. A wish
to defy death is very seldom to be confused with the
genuine morbid death-wish, in the same way that most
criminals did not steal just to be caught in their theft,
punished, and thus recognized by society. Man, as the
most naturally weakest of animals, without natural pro-
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tection against the elements, without natural weapons,
without sufficient natural warmth in his body, even, is
the one animal that has been forced to adapt himself to
his environment and his environment to himself. He
has, first and foremost, to have been adaptable, since
nature has not pampered him in the same way as the
other beasts, and to spur him on to survival he has in-
stinctively invented the mechanism of challenge, an ab-
stract concept. Nature always rules!”

Al looked up, startled by this last statement.

“You sound as though you thought of nature as some
kind of sentient being, a god, almost. . .."

“No! That would be a paradox. Here, Teri, fetch me
a Webster’s from the shelf.” The woman rose and left, to
return immediately with two fat volumes. Mordant took
one, feverishly turning the pages.

“Ah, here we are. Listen. ‘Superstition—any belief or
attitude that is inconsistent with the known laws of
science or with what is generally considered in the par-
ticular society as true and rational; especially, such a
belief in charms, omens, the supernatural, etc.” You see?
A belief in the supernatural. Now it is obvious, surely,
that there can be no such paradoxical thing as the super-
natural. Anything which is, is natural. Therefore any-
thing which is not comes under the heading of ‘super-
stition.” Since there is no need nor any place for any
kind of god, and belief in it is unnatural, then a belief
in a god would be superstition, and there again be
supemnatural. Nature cannot by definition be super-
natural, and so nature cannot be god!”

He slammed the book closed triumphantly and let
out his breath.

“No, Al; when I talk of nature, I don’t talk in terms of
natural ‘laws,” but in terms of series of happenstances
that have occurred biologically, botanically and how-
somever in such a way as to perpetuate themselves by
the simplest method. The first thing to learn about na-
ture is that it is lazy, and highly conservative, requiring
a good deal of prodding before developing something
new. And the gods that man invented for himself were
anything but lazy. Who could stand a lackadaisical deity?
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No, gods were one particular branch of mankind’s senti-
mentality that they could well have done without.”

Retrieving the kitten, Mordant wandered absently
over to the naturalle and fingered a couch near it. He
nodded to Teri and she went out. Al turned his own
couch to face the doctor. He was beginning to feel stimu-
lated, and though he could not see where this con-
versation was going to lead them, and furthermore felt
that it was irrelevant to his problem, felt that it might
give an insight into the character and personality of the
man who was apparently offering to help with those
problems.

“Come on now, Doctor. You make sentimentality
sound a virtue. How do you fit irrational sentimentality
into your scientific pragmaticism?”

Mordant’s eyebrows fired up at the challenge. He
thought for a second.

“One of the best definitions of sentimentality I have
heard is this. Ah, wait a minute, first.” With a sardonic
grin he took the kitten by the scruff of the neck and held
it over the naturalle’s pool, where it hung, squealing.

“Now, why shouldnt I let it drop into the water
here, and see it struggle and drown?”

Al thought and shrugged. “No real reason, I guess. Just
would seem a pity to kill a kitten for nothing.”

“Very well. I have known this kitten since birth, and
it has amused me, and I have become attached to it.
You have known it for perhaps a half-hour, and it means
nothing to you. If you had never met me, and were not
here now, it would mean less than nothing to you. In
fact you would know nothing about the event, presum-
ing that I did in fact let it drop and drown. If I, too,
were not here, and the animal were to somehow climb
up here and fall in unobserved, would it mean anything
to anyone at all?”

Al shrugged again, and smiled. Mordant retrieved the
kitten and soothed it in his arms till it purred again, as
he continued.

“As I was saying, one of the best definitions I know
of sentimentality was by R. H. Blythe, who said: ‘We
arc being sentimental when we give to a thing more
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tendemess than God gives to it” Now, bring me the
Webster’s, if you will.”

Al took the volume from the desktop and over to
Mordant, pushing his own couch nearer.

“Hm, what does Noah have to say about sentimen-
tality? Here we are: ‘Sentimentality—the quality, char-
acter or condition of being—sentimental,’ which is . . .
‘one: having or showing tendemness, emotion, delicate
feelings, etc., as music, poetry, etc. . . . two: affectedly
or superficially emotional; pretending but lacking true
depth of feeling; maudlin; mawkish. . . . three: in-
fluenced more by emotion than by reason; acting from
feeling rather than from practical and utilitarian mo-
tives; moved by emotional factors. . . .’ Yes, yes, and
here, ‘synonym—romantic suggests emotions aroused by
that which appeals to the imagination as it is influenced
by the idealization of life in literature, art, etc. . . . Right.

“To take Blythe’s definition for a moment—it offers
a comparison between man’s feelings and ‘God’s.’ So,
since there is no God, in any sense at all, then any
feeling, by this standard, is sentimental, since nature
just doesn’t care at all about the life, living, death and
manner of dying of any of the organisms—and you can
stretch that word’s definition as far as you like—nature
has no thought, no mind, no intelligence, and so cannot
care in any way. So we are left with the proposition that
all feelings are artificial, in the sense that they are
unnatural. But we have already seen that nothing can
actually be outside or supernaturall”

He paused for breath, and the woman Teri returned,
with a small portable bar-and-dispensorium.

“Have a drink, Al It will, I think, be your last . . . for
several days. You prefer . . . malt, I remember. Sorry to
sound pedantic, but it’s a carry-over from the days when
... I used to lecture to a class. Ah well, where was I?”

With a smile Teri handed him a drink, and with a
slightly different, more subtle expression, passed a malt
to Al. Mordant took a quick swallow and cleared his
throat.

“Yesssss! Right. So why is there such a thing as feel-
ing, or sentimentality, at all? My contention is that it is
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man’s saving grace or, more specifically, his saving
factor. If there is no tendemess in nature then there is
not one particle of a reason for anyone to care about
any other person or thing. Only by the application of
the coordination of man’s three parts—physical, mental,
and emotional—to the problem of survival has he been
able to adapt himself to his unfeeling, uncaring environ-
ment. He has had to balance his intuition with reason,
and this alone would long since have made him quit
and abdicate his right to live. But to level the balance
he has invented—or nature has invented for him—the
concept of sentimentality. Compassion, pity, love, greed,
jealousy, ambition, anger, despair, stubbornness are all
parts of his invention, but the greatest has been com-
passion, to use a small word for a large area of feelings.
Compassion encompasses, among other things, what are
called ‘community spirit,’ or ‘true humanitarian feelings,’
but there is no line, as you will now agree, between
these and any other kind of sentimentality. If he is not
‘sentimental,” man is lost, he will not survive. And the
word includes its synonym of ‘romanticl’”

He swung suddenly and nailed Al with his finger.

“And isn't that exactly your problem? Don’t you wish
for ‘romance’ in its broadest sense? You want your emo-
tions aroused by that which appeals to your imagination,
as it has been influenced by your idealization of life,
through the books you've read, the tapes you've heard
and seen? You await appeals to ‘duty,” ‘honor,” and
‘loyalty,” abstract concepts which have no place in your
rcal world out there. And I can give you that chance for
‘romance.” Follow me.”

In a great surging roil of activity that burst through
the room like a hot tempest, he thrust himself to his feet
and imploded into what had originally been one of the
three bedrooms of the suite. Caught up like the dust-
and spore-laded tail of a comet, Al and Teri followed
him, as he decanted kitten and declamation in his wake.

“Seel Come, you luster after knowledge that should
not be known! You dramatic, theatrical seeker of senti-
mentality and romance. Let me unfold my . . . con-
ception, my prophecy . . . my fantasy in which all hu-
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manity can sublimate its ultimate fantasies. Come, see
how you can live the life you would have wished to
have led, the life which you and mankind have been
committed to realize!”

The inner room had been stripped of all furniture
and decor, and was just about the most functional, utili-
tarian and starkly purposeful room Al had ever seen.
Smack bang in the center was a white-enameled diag-
nostician’s couch, with the addition of a contour-molding
mattress which overflowed the edges. Mordant had
snapped on the room’s only light, a bright 500-watt
overhead, set in a highly polished reflector. At the
periphery of the room stood and squatted a series of
consoles and machines whose purpose Al could not even
begin to guess at. Some twenty pieces of equipment
were strewn around, each connected with the rest in a
vast cluttered complex of wiring, and each with at least
one set of cables leading toward, and plugged into, a
master console situated near the pillowed end of the
couch. The guts of several of the mechanisms were dis-
played outside the body of the housing machine, and it
was obvious that equipment had been perverted, can-
nibalized, and reconstructed to suit the peculiar ends of
the doctor. A separate complex of switches, dials, but-
tons and controls of one sort and another was sprawled
across a white steel table beneath the heavily curtained
window, and a swivel chair stood in front of this table.
Multicolored wires again led from this to the various
machines, and to the console at the couch’s head.

Mordant went to the only chair, sat heavily in it,
staring at the black window-drapes, then swiveled
around to face Al

“You have asked me to present a challenge to you,
one which will perhaps cause you to risk your life; but
at the same time you have not asked me what my fee
might be. Very well; I will perform my part, and show
you how you may risk your life, in more ways than one.
At the same time I will deal honestly with you, and tell
you that my fee will either be your life, if you accept
the risk and fail-or nothing, if you should accept my
proposition and win through. However, I will tell you in
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any case, even if you should lose the ‘life’ which you
are at the present, you will not ‘die’!”

“You speak in paradoxes, Doctor. If you disbelieve in
paradoxes, since they are unnatural, perhaps 1 should
rcfuse to accept here and now.”

“You accept my philosophy, and summation of the
situation of mankind?”

“Yes.”

“You admit that you are a romantic, and that you
seck adventure?”

“Yes.”

“You agree that there is no kind of hereafter to trouble
your mind and conscience?”

“Ye-essss.”

“I am about to offer you a ‘heretofore,” as it were . . .
a new life, in the past, in which you will eventually
dic, or from which you will abdicate in order to retum
to this particular present.”

Mordant paused for a few seconds while Al digested
this, then added: “Do you know much of Robert Burns?”

Surprised, Al replied that he knew a little of the poet.

“Good. Supposing I borrowed from Burns and said to
you: ‘He either fears his fate too much, or his deserts
are small; who will not put it to the test, to win . . . or
lose it all’?”

Al gave a wary grin. “I'd say that I'd go along with
the sentiments expressed. With the addition that a man
has to know what he is gambling for or about before he
puts up his stakes and wagers.”

“Capital, capital! I shall therefore be honest with you.
What you see around you, in this room, constitutes the
labor of some fifteen years. This is the heart, the soul,
the body of the first Dreamhouse. Here, on this couch,
a man may go to sleep and live his dreams. From this
launching pad, if you will allow me the privilege of
dramatization, one can soar away to discover new worlds
of inner space, or, at least, the old worlds of one’s im-
agination, since one can never take out of one’s mind
more than one has put into it.”

“But, Doctor . . . surely this is no more than just an-
other escapist plant . . . just another way of living vicari-



ously. I have to take you seriously, I guess, in all this,
but what is essentially new? I'll admit I don’t see any-
thing comparable to the TriDi screens, and perhaps you
don’t operate with drugs, but ... ?”

“No, Al, my young friend, you're entirely wrong.
With this equipment I can put you to sleep, into a
very deep sleep, and while in that sleep you can literally
live out a dream life in which you will risk real danger,
even to the point of death and including it. You see,
I started with the theory that the real world is unin-
habited by man.”

“What!”

Mordant chuckled hugely. “When you perceive an
object in the real world which surrounds us, you actually
perceive only the memory of it. When first in your life
you touch a blanket, you don’t know that it is a blanket.
You have to develop a frame of reference which allows
you to know that this particular material is different
from another piece of material-a sheet, say—and sooner
or later you learn the name for it, you have to give it a
label. In later life you see another blanket, and you
recognize it for what it is only because of all the other
blankets which remain in your memory, and to which
this new blanket bears a resemblance, from its looks
or its texture. Now, another person can also arrive at
the conclusion that this later object is a blanket, but his
set of memories of previous blankets encountered will
not be identical to the information stored in your
computer-mind. These memories can never exactly over-
lap, d’you see? And so with every object in this real
world. Although objects exist, and would continue to
exist whether or not there were any sentient being to
identify them, to label them, they at the same time have
completely separate subjective existences in the minds
of every sentient being in the universe. If n is the num-
ber of sentient beings, then there are always n-plus-one
worlds.

“Now then, consider the mind as a computer, which
contains as facts, as information, all that you have ever
experienced through your senses, including what you
have read in a book, listened to or viewed on a tape, or
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heard in conversation; that is, third-hand experience,
transferred from the experience-banks of the mind of
one man, through the imperfect medium he selects, to
your mind. Since no two people can have identical
experiences, it follows that each of the n-plus-one worlds
must be unique.

“Furthermore, as one gets away from the present, in
cither direction, past or future, then the degree of simi-
larity between these worlds decreases, since both past
and future details can only be extrapolated, predicted or
deduced from the information in the mind-computer at
the present.”

As the doctor paused for breath, Al took the oppor-
tunity to interrupt.

“I think I begin to see what you are getting at. Since
the future and the past are necessarily a kind of illusion,
a sort of picture drawn from fancy in each individual
mind, then an imagined dream world would be as real
to the senses as the existing world of the present.”

“Not as real, but more real. Because any new factor
unearthed from the past, or discovered in the future-as-
it-becomes-the-present is something that the mind-com-
puter has to assimilate; a piece of knowledge which does
not jibe with the real world of the present as we have
cxpected it to be. But a dream world based solely on
the contents of the mind-computer cannot contain un-
discovered new information to upset its axis of ‘reality.””

He broke off abruptly. “Teri, fetch me a drink, please.
But none for our friend here, unfortunately. He has to
be drained and empty of energy for tomorrow’s . . .
cxpedition. That is, if he is prepared to go through with
it.”

“I'd like to know a little more before I commit my-
sclf, Doctor. I think I trust you, and I expect you can
cxplain exactly how this thing works, but ... uh ... well,
have you tried it out before?”

Again the thumb was making its elliptic course around
Mordant’s lips, and Al was keenly aware of the aura of
restlessness which emanated from the man. He got up
from the chair and paced rapidly up and down the
limited area beside the couch, then swung around to
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gaze at Al, leaning against the couch, arms folded. He
considered.

“I'll be completely honest with you. After all, I owe
it to you to explain the very real risk which you will be
up against. I have myself tried out this equipment,
with Teri as my operating assistant, and Teri has al-
lowed me to use her. And there has been one other. As
you can see, Teri and myself have suffered no harm or
ill-effects of any sort. And you will have to take my
word for it that the other . .. dreamer . . . is also as alive
as you see we are.”

He reached for the drink that Teri had returned with.
The strange blonde woman stood next to him, absently
gazing over Al's head.

“Well, let’s explain the technical details, shall we,
Teri? If you will just lie on the couch . . . oh, you'd bet-
ter take off your tunic, my dear, though there’s no need
to strip for the purposes of this demonstration. Now, Al
come over here.”

Al moved to the couch and gazed down at the woman
who lay there in her ’tards, eyes closed, hands resting
lightly on her abdomen, legs slightly apart and relaxed
with the feet wilting outward. The doctor busied him-
self with the ends of the various sets of wires and con-
nections leading from the console, and began attaching
them to Teri’s body as he continued to speak.

“Basing my research and experiments on my original
thesis, I learned all that I could of the various techniques
for manipulating the brain itself, and by a stroke of luck
stumbled across a paper in the journal that dealt with
brainwaves. This was a theory that all sentient beings
emit a kind of radio signal, a discharge of electrical
energy, whenever the mind-computer is being used. I
may add that this paper attempted to correlate such
phenomena as telepathy, clairvoyance, the powers of
psychic mediums, mass hypnotism, the reason for sup-
posed ‘hauntings’ and so on and so forth. However, I was
able to use this theory in parallel to my own. To cut a
long and very technical story short, one which I could
not possibly tell without confounding you with a lot of
jargon, I have constructed a receiver which can pick
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up the emitted wavelengths of the subject to whom
it is linked, and by means of an amplified feedback it-
sclf transmit to the receiver of the subject’s mind.

“In effect, what happens is that a thought which em-
bodies an idea is picked up and fed back into the area
of the mind which can expand upon that idea, stimu-
lating those sensory areas in the same way as if they
had been affected by sense reactions from the real
world. Thirty-odd years ago the surgeons had begim to
approach this result through pltysically manipulating
the brain, but this was, and remains, a clumsy method
which is both dangerous and unrefined.

“To get back to my own system, then, which is not
dangerous in the same way, and which is perfectly re-
fined. If you think of a color, or a particular odor, then
your thought will be picked up, amplified and retrans-
mitted so that you will then actually seem to see that
particular color, or smell that identical odor that your
memory has conjured up.

“You go to sleep, and you begin to dream. Beforehand
we will have discussed in general terms the tvpe of
dream and background you wish to experience. These
hasic bricks of the fantasy, as it were, will be fed through
this console as a program to the small computer which
is here connected with the transmitter-receiver, and
so the reception areas of your mind will be stirred. From
there on you will be on your own, and your mind begins
to take over the program.

“Now here, where I have attached these wrist- and
leg-bands, are some of the other mechanical devices
which will merely record such minutiae as heartbeat,
pulse-rate, blood-pressure, respiratory rate, tempera-
tures, both oral and rectal, perspiration rate, graph of
your brainwaves, and possible chemical changes in
your body. There are other attachments, of course, for
some of these things, but we needn’t demonstrate them
all at this point, I think.”

Al stirred uneasily. “But how long will all this take?”
he asked. “Surely this will require a lot of setting up for
what I guess will be a few hours sleep at the least?”
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*Well, some of the equipment is by way of providing
a safety factor, so that we shall know whether we need
wake you. And also I want to maintain as complete a
set of records as I can, with the idea that eventually I
shall have enough material to be able to predict a set
pattern for a certain type of dream, and so be able to
produce what will in fact be a predetermined dream.”

Teri stirred on the couch and opened her eyes. “Tell
him about the movies,” she said, not looking at Al

Mordant slapped her lightly on the thigh. “Yes, yes!”
he declared. “I had almost forgotten. Thank you, my
dear.”

As he began to disconnect the various pieces of equip-
ment he continued to explain. “Once you have gotten
into your dream you will be somewhat in the position
of a combined producer-director-cameraman-scenarist-
art director-actor in a motion picture for TriDi. Unlike
the normal dream, where you would drift from scene
to scene without any apparent relevance, you will find
in your dreams that you'll build your own continuity.
You will almost certainly not live every second of the
subjective time of your dream but, for instance, if you
need to ‘sleep’ within your dream then, subjectively,
you will go from one second of wakefulness across the
gap to the next second of awakening. But just as in real
life you have no memory of the time you have been
asleep, you will be ‘aware’ of time having gone past.

“The strange thing is that since you are in fact writing
your own pre-edited script, you will sometimes be in
the position of knowing what is going on in another area
of your dream, even though as an actor in your dreams
you will not have this knowledge. At first both Teri and
myself found this mildly disturbing, because what hap-
pens is that after you have, as it were, ‘lived’ through
the section of the dream of which you have had prior
knowledge, but which you do not ‘remember’ as it oc-
curs to you, you have a sense of déja vu. I was first to
experience this, but when Teri went through the pro-
cess, having heard my story, she found that this helped
her to keep a better grip on ‘reality.” In other words, she
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was better able to keep in a corner of her mind the fact
that she was actually dreaming, though this knowledge
did not obtrude into her dream-consciousness.”

Teri swung her long legs off the couch and touched
his arm at this point, and he ran to a halt.

“Yes, yes; well . . . that’s about it, I think. Any further
questions?”

“Well, you haven't really explained the timing of all
this. Just how long will I be asleep?”

Mordant drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly,
motioning the other two to return to the main room.

“Time is subjective. In your dream you will seem to
live at a faster rate than you do on this ‘real’ earth, and
it appears from our researches that each person has a
different subjective time sense, and that this also varies
within the individual. I have not managed to discover
why. On my first trip, for instance, I dreamed that I
was in my dream-world for something less than a day,
and in ‘objective’ time here I was asleep for five hours.
On my second venture I was ‘away’ for three days and
slept for twenty-two hours. Teri was away for a week
or more, but slept only fifteen hours. I might add that
while in this particular kind of sleep the body’s metabolic
processes slow up enormously, the heart beats at about
a fifth of its normal rate, and other functions act more
or less in proportion.

“You will be completely emptied before you undergo
the experience, and if you sleep long enough, then we
will feed you intravenously as required. You will have
cause to curse us before we begin tomorrow, for not only
will you not eat, but we will also steam as much per-
spiration as we can out of you . . . but there are some
compensations, as Teri will show you later. Hmph. Now,
I think that you should go to bed as soon as possible,
and rest. You might try to prepare for yourself the sort
of background you would prefer for your dream, so that
tomorrow, bright and early, I can feed it into the com-
puter.”

So saying, he waved Al off to follow Teri, who had
mcanwhile redonned her nurse’s tunic, himself sitting
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down by the naturalle, pouring a drink, and watching
the fishes, the kitten on his knee. His thumb returned
to its orbiting.

SIX:

The evening began with a rather unpleasant and
somewhat embarrassing time concerning the ruthlessly
efficient nurse and an enema. He was then told to bathe
himself, and philosophically he planned a long, relaxed
soak for himself. He knew that a couple of phone calls
to his landlady and to Thomas would take care of any-
thing which might turn up in his absence, however long
it happened to be, and since he was on his four months’
off-time from jobbing there was no employer problem.

His musing was not for long, however, as without a
sound the lavorium door opened and Teri came in, her
expression as inscrutable as ever, but wearing only a
cache-sexe and her plasticap. Al practically instantane-
ously sat upright, forgetting that this was one of the new
adjustable baths, with the consequence that water
spouted over the lower end of the bath like a miniature
combined Old Faithful and Niagara.

“Wha ... ?"

“Please relax, Mr. Jones. I'm only here to get you
completely cleaned up.”

“Mr. Jones! For God’s sake, I think you might call
me Al, at the very least. What are you going to do?”

“If you will just relax there I will go over you care-
fully, and massage you to get rid of any little knots you
may have.”

Al let the bath bear his relaxed weight. Starting at
the crown of his head Teri began to soap and shampoo
him, kneading every square inch of his skin. She was
an expert masseuse, and he soon began to feel drowsy
and comfortable, and by the time that she had climbed
in to straddle him, he was almost asleep. He watched
the light play on the rhythmically moving muscles
of her shoulders, all but hypnotized by the steady
movement as she worked over him, and he was on the
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knife edge of sleep itself when she was ready to turn
him over. He was really dozing while she made a final
examination of his feet, pedicuring his toenails, and then
she was done with him, and stepping from the bath,
Taking two towels from a warming closet she slapped
him on the shoulder and offered one.

Completely happy, drugged with the warmth and the
yood feeling the massage had engendered, he came out
of the bath and began to dry himself. Her voice pene-
trated his haze.

“Tomorrow momning, early, you will be placed in
the steam bath, and any remaining wastes you have in
you will be disposed of. For now, you will go to bed.
Your room is next to this. You will find whatever you
need on the coverlet.”

Unexpectedly she smiled at him directly, the first
human expression he had seen in her. She added: “Don’t
think that I am too terrible. It’s just that I have a job to
do, and I must remain professionally alert to my duties.
The doctor needs me very much at this time . . . AL”

Al smiled back. “Yes, I noticed that he seemed to be
n trifle overwrought. I hope that he knows what he is
doing, since I'm to be entirely in his hands.”

“And in mine. That is why I must be always at my
nimost efficiency. He is under strain, and is overworked.
Ie relies on me and so”—with a shrug of her magnifi-
vent shoulders—“T must remain reliable. But don’t worry
... you'll be as safe as we were.”

She slipped out of the room as she was, throwing the
towel casually into the sterilizing-oubliette in the cor-
ner. Al soon followed, but more modestly wrapped the
towel around his waist. Not that he was ashamed, or
embarrassed, but, well . . . a guy felt just so naked
without his clothes.

SEVEN:

He ignored the bedwear on the coverlet and slipped
naked into the cool bed, his skin alive to every sensa-
tion. With his arms under his head he lay back and be-
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gan to think of the day’s events, then, as he felt sleep
moving in on him, tried to think what basics he should
feed to the machine tomorrow. He opened his eyes with
a start as something cool and silky tickled its way across
his face, and the bed beside him sank slightly. Teri’s
long blonde hair veiled his sight as she lowered her
head to his.

“All waste products,” she murmured.

“Waste?”

EIGHT:

When he had wakened earlier, before the torture be-
gan of losing four pounds of evaporation in two-and-a-
half hours, the pillow beside his head had been empty,
and it had been Mordant himself, a quiet smile on his
twisted lips, who got him started on the day’s routine.
Now as he rested on the couch, feeling as though he
were about to float off it altogether, Teri stood beside
the doctor, wearing her professional uniform and ex-
Ppression.

After their lovemaking was over she had kissed him
lightly and told him that indeed this was just part of
her official duties, and of his preparation for the adven-
ture, and that he was to think of it as nothing more, en-
joyable though it had been for both of them. He had
thanked her for the experience and returned her kiss,
then slept, with her head on his shoulder.

As he looked up at the two of them he couldn’t for-
bear to wink at her. She smiled slightly, but Mordant,
intercepting the motion, was not amused.

“Tust try to save all that for your dream-life, Al It’s
entirely up to you what you do with your time there.
You could have chosen to be a Sultan, with a thousand
and one wives, and a thousand and one Arabian nights
to tell them stories in, for all T care. But you didn’t, ap-
parently. I think we’d better run through your program
once again, to check that the machine will feed you the
proper initial stimuli. Teri, will you please read back
from the list?”
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He went over and sat on the chair by the console. The
woman drew a pad from her tunic pocket and began
to read.

“Subject wishes to retain full use and memory of
saber-fighting. Subject . . .”

“Ah yes, Al; I meant to ask you, just out of mere
curiosity, why you selected the elements you did.”

“Oh, back a few years ago I got interested in a bunch
of cut-and-thrust stories, by Sabatini and Orczy and
others, and decided to take up fencing as a hobby. But
it turned out that I was better able to handle a saber.
Of course I've never had any need to use one in real
life, so I'd like to use one now. Though actually I shall
be using something like a narrow-bladed scimitar, I
imagine. You know, Doctor,” he added with a grin, rais-
ing his head from the couch slightly, “for the first time
I'm beginning to get excited about this project. I guess
it’s all happened too fast for me.”

Mordant said nothing, so after a short pause Teri
continued.

“Subject wishes to start his dream somewhere on the

Malayan peninsula, in such a way that he can begin his
dream-life naturally, without being ‘pitchforked into the
middle of some melee that I don’t know the reason for.” ”

“Yup, I've read a few books about that area of the
world, but there are no real names on the surface of my
mind, so I'll actually be living in a complete world- of
my imagination. And it seems to have been the kind of
place where a man could be a man in his own right.
And, well, it sounds kind of exotic and strange.”

“Subject wishes to be a foreigner’ in the country, but
to be able to speak the local language.”

“Naturally.”

“Subject wants to dream of a time exactly 700 years
ago.

“That’s the time when that part of the world con-
sisted of a lot of small kingdoms and independent states,
after the Indian Empires had about collapsed, and
hefore Europeans had got there. Seems to me that it
was just before the first known Western traveler arrived
in those parts. That was .. .”
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“Enough, 1 think.” Mordant rose and approached the
couch. “Those are the facts fed into the computer, and
you are ready to go, as soon as Teri injects a little some-
thing into you to calm your nerves and induce you to
sleep deeply and soundly.”

He stopped, and once again his thumb rose to his lips.
He looked even more worried and under pressure than
he had the previous night, but still a certain kind of
sparse but definite confidence seemed to radiate from
him. He took two quick turns up and down the narrow
space, brushing past the nurse, before coming to rest
alongside the couch. Putting a hand to each side of Al he
leaned over him, staring earnestly into the latter’s puz-
zled eyes. With a sign he concluded his searching gaze
and stood upright.

“I must be fair to you, boy. There is one great risk
which you must prepare yourself to take, over and
above all else we have discussed. Oh, the precaution
against it is simple, and you may even care to disregard
my warning and still come to no harm. Actually there
are two things to bear in mind. You remember my little
anecdote regarding the kitten last night? Well, just keep
in mind, in the ‘aware’ part of your brain, that the peo-
ple you meet in this world of yours are your creations.
So don’t get sentimental if it comes to harming them,
either physically, mentally, or emotionally. Mind you,
they will be real to that part of you that is dreaming,
and they can certainly kill you, if you let them. That is,
if you do not will yourself to wake up in time. But that
is a risk which I have already explained to you. But
don’t let sentimentality trick you, as we have already
defined that word.

“Secondly, there is another factor which neither Teri
nor myself have had to face. That is, what happens if
you meet a real historical figure; someone who is known,
as far as anything in history is known, to have lived in
this existing world. I have a theory, which I admit may
be wrong, that if you should get yourself into a situation
which exists in the mind of but a single person in this
present now, then you may be irretrievably lost back
there in the past of your dreamworld. Altematively, my

46



theory allows that the mere fact that you yourself know
of this person, or this situation, will block you into the
reality of the history of this present now, else you would
be forced, in the ‘aware’ part of your brain, to doubt the
real existence of the person or situation, since you know
that you are dreaming. Either way, your brain might
lock you into that past. I didn’t tell you this last night
because you might have chosen the future instead
—as you still may, if you wish, of course—in which case
the circumstances could not arise, since nothing of
the future of this present now is actually known as a
fact. And neither Teri nor I have visited the future,
and so could not vouch for what might happen there.”

He looked straight into Al's eyes, and when the would-
be adventurer turned his head slightly to get away from
that worried yet somehow beseeching look, he met that
of Teri. She, too, was beseeching and at the same time
urging him with her eyes. He closed his own and thought
briefly of the world outside of this room, as he knew it.
Of all the synthetic problems that faced today’s man-
kind. Of all the escapist answers to those problems. Of
all the incessant, in-circling talk of what a wonderful
and safe world man now lived in. Of all the rationaliza-
tions for the lack of ethics, morals and responsibilities.
Of the cloying atmosphere of protectiveness which sur-
rounded every step of life. Of the lack of any real sense
of comradeship or meaningful cohabitation. Of the lack
of any true challenge to the mind, the body, or the
spirit.

No, nothing to stick around for. The chances seemed
to be that he would retum, as the others had, and if so
then he would have had one real goddamn experience
to savor. And if by some fluke he was stranded some-
where in the depths of his own mind, then Thomas was
the only person or thing that he would regret having
lost. He opened his eyes and looked into the no longer
cvasive regard of Teri.

“I will go as I am, as planned.”

He felt the sharp prick of the needle in his arm and
without any awareness of time passing . ..
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Part Two: The Sleeper Dreams
ONE:

. . . floated out into a blue-tinged void, a sea of air,
Mediterranean blue. Through which golden insubstan-
tial streamers flowed with a high yellow glint of a
flute-like sound. At the periphery of his vision came a
darker blue ambience of a plucked cello which felt of
hot wet velvet to his touch. He rolled into this new
sound and wrapped himself in its color, pulling the co-
balt over himself. With a taste of brass a trumpet note
ripped apart his protection; and afraid and turned-out
upon himself he dropped slowly down, supported only
by a jasmine scent of green, which became darker as
he fell. Desperately he struggled up into a crimson drum-
beat which reached out to catch him, then turned to
umber and orange flames of pizzicato violins, tasting of
honey. A dry white wine pressed against him, saturated
him, flooded him, flashing intermittently around him like
a choir of harps. Clubs of magenta began to beat on
him, as other iridescent bubbles frothed with brazen
clangs and silkiness, exploding out from him. The odor
of freshly percolated coffee chirruped silver-like around
and through, bearing him up with a cold scarlet slash
of greed. Angrily he burst out to the surrounding hori-
zons, drunk and dizzy with the harsh texture. Maroon
stars ululated with a rotten stench that he bit into
bravely, as sweet rays of yellow buffeted his feelings
of grand and gray compassion. Midnight and the moon
smelled of pure water as he crashed blindly through the
tintinabulation of thorns and ivory incense and jealously
breathed the hot blinding turquoise smoothness of waves
susurrating hopelessly. Giant sunflowers, flecked with
hot bursts of laughter, gripped him as in a vise, and
suffocated him into blackness. The blackness grew, and
the pressure filled his every pore with it, until finally
he could feel, taste, smell, touch and see only the rich

polished hue . ..
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. and the color relaxed, and lightning split blue and
gold crackling down the air, and thunder roared and
slapped at him, and cold blinding rain slashed through
him, and great combers below him raced dementedly
across a pale green ocean of slate and marble. Dimly
he made out a ship, tall sparred, high at bow and stern,
proudly painted and gaily caparisoned, but beaten down
now, with deck-planks writhed upward and floating
overboard to be instantly carried off by the coarse thiev-
ing waves. A groan he could scarcely hear above the
howl of the storm presaged the fall of the mainmast and
the weight of its imbalance brought one bulwark be-
low the water level, and the torrent rushed into the
vessel, capsizing it in a matter of seconds. As the re-
maining mast hit the water it, too, snapped . . . and a
great jolt whiplashed him into unconsciousness.

TWO:

(The sea is a bright blue transparency, topped with
quick-stepping miniature white circus ponies. It is cool
and desolate in the just post-dawn sun, and stretches
out emptily to the horizon, darkened to green there in
the shadows of a few scattered clouds. It is not quite
cmpty, though, for presently the teams of horses begin
to drag with them a bright yellow spar, splintered and
wrapped with trailing rope and a snatch of waterlogged
canvas. The body of a clothed man, white and black in
the blue water, is enmeshed in it.

The wreckage is being nudged toward the shore.
Glaring white sand, as fine as sugar, puffs scurrying in
a breath of wind, fringing like milk around a saucer-
full of green gelatine the thick, wet mass of the jungle.
A few solitary coconut palms have dared to advance
a little way down to the beach, perched uneasily on
their exposed clumps of roots, ready to flee back to the
jungle if the sea encroaches further upon them. One
end of the visible beach vanishes into a cluster of man-
grove shrubs which have edged themselves well out
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into the water, but keeping a firm roothold on the
earth beneath the sand below the sea.

Round this bushy promontory swims a second figure,
stroking with an inexorable slow strength. The distant
head rises from the water, sees the wreckage, and swims
toward it with an increased speed. The mast snags on
the shallow shore and the second figure rises to its feet
and plunges through the shallows like a water buffalo
in fright.

The water beating back from the immense thighs
makes an intruding noise which in turm arouses and
alarms birds and monkeys in the trees, who move
through the fronds and branches cawing and chattering.

The former swimmer cuts impatiently to the shore
and runs along its edge. He is enormous, perhaps six
feet six inches, with a large, bony head set on a short
neck which links it to a pair of shoulders worthy of a
professional wrestler. Heavily muscled arms end in two
great powerful blades of hands. His rather dull face is
at the moment apprehensive, strained; but with an eager
look in his large dark eyes. Most of his features, how-
ever, are concealed by a bushy black beard, streaked
slightly with gray. A sharp, high-arched nose thrusts
out from the beard like the scar of a landslide on a
wooded mountain. He wears a coarse, uncollared shirt,
with one sleeve missing, and torn and split, and dis-
colored white pantaloons in similar condition. What
can be seen of his skin is black, with purple highlights
as the sun plays on his exerting flesh. He is barefoot,
and leaves giant prints in the white sand.

Reaching the wreckage he drags it ashore with one
great effort, and pulls free the body which still attempts
to cling to it until the last possible moment, uncon-
sciously clasping the safety of the wood and ropes
which have supported it. The big man turns the other
on his back and feels quickly for heartbeat and pulse.
A huge smile lights up his face, and he turns and bends
outward toward the sea, as if praying. He puts his ear
to the other’s mouth, hesitates, then slaps his cheeks,
but with no result. With a squeeze of the stunned
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man’s shoulder he rises and trots off to the edge of the
jungle, looking for something.

The man he leaves on the beach is short, around five-
cight, but well built, with slim and hard muscles. He is
much younger than the other, and would probably be
handsome; but his present greenish-sallow complexion
is ugly in itself. His skin, elsewhere, is the dark brown
of black coffee in a glass, evening’s shadow tmged by
the red of the dying sun. He wears the remains of a
richly embroidered silk shirt, open from neck to navel,
the ends of which are tucked into black velvet trousers
which, although now wet and clinging to him, would
be tapered out to a bell bottom, but these ends are
now caught up into narrow leather puttees. Despite his
rough passage through the water his shirt is still snug
to his waist because of the broad crimson cummerbund
he wears, which has also allowed him to salvage the
narrow-bladed scimitar thrust through it on the left
without benefit or protection of scabbard or sheathing.
[Tis hair is long and jet black, matching the short chin
beard and pencil moustache. The sun catches a glint
from his ears, in which are inserted two plain hoops of
gold, and sparkles from several rings on his fingers,
clutching at the sand, brown on white, and from the
great purple jewel set in the hilt of his scimitar.

In the jungle the big man enters a small clearing and
listens. He hears the sounds of birds, still welcoming the
sun, but over this sound he hears the tinkle of water
dropping from a rock. He goes toward the sound and
pulls aside broad green leaves to discover a spring bub-
bling up through a crevice in a large boulder, and over-
llowing into a pool at its foot, vanishing into the ground
again a few feet away.

Cupping his hands, he is about to kneel when his
foot strikes a half-coconut shell, legacy of the monkeys.
Joyfully he throws it up in the air, catches it, fills it at
the pool. He returns through the jungle with the shell all
but hidden in his massive hands.)
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THREE:

(Wrecked. T was wrecked. Yet I fell through the air.
And now I'm here. On a beach. And that must be jungle.
Is this where 1 wanted to be? WANTED to be? What
do I mean? And what is it I must remember? Something
about not meeting some other traveler. But who would
he be? What am 1 thinking about? Who am I? Of
course, 'm Al... Al...Al...Al, that's it. I'm Alil)

Ali opened his eyes to find himself supported in the
arms of his body-servant, who was at the same time
attempting to force water into his mouth from the co-
conut he was holding, but managing to spill most of it
over his master’s face. Ali was completely exhausted
and closed his eyes again immediately, to find himself
dumped back unceremoniously on the sand. Through
slitted eyes he watched as the other, with a disgusted
expression on his face, padded to the sea’s edge and
scooped up a shell-full of seawater. Before Ali could
think to protest the contents of the coconut were flung
into his face, and he sat up, sputtering.

“Wooo00sh! Ssssshhhhhwaaaahh! What the devil . . . ?”

He shook his head free from water and looked up to
see his burly companion standing over him with a happy
grin on his face.

“Bakar, you villain . . . | Why throw seawater at me?
You know I've been half-drowned in the stuff since we
were wrecked last night.”

Bakar said nothing, merely bending down, with hap-
piness radiating from him, to help Ali to his feet. The
latter brushed sand from himself, looked at the wreck-
age on the shore, and gripped Bakar’s arm.

“Well, anyway, I'm glad to see you are alive, thanks
be to Allah, though I fear none of our companions
could have been so fortunate. It’s a pity the Rajah, my
father, will have no way of knowing that I am alive,
but it will be a long time before he begins to worry
about our non-return, since we are still several thou-
sand miles from India. But who knows, Bakar, who
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knows? Perhaps with luck we shall hit upon a way to
rcturn before long.”

He looked around him, at the blue sky, the trans-
parent sea, the white shore, and the green jungle.

“Before we begin to think of getting back we have to
find out where exactly we are. If we drifted to the
south, then this is probably the island of Sumatra, and
il westward, then this will be one of the tributary states
of the Malayan peninsula. Any ideas?”

Bakar shrugged, and nodded his head.

“Ah, T forgot, my poor dumb Bakar, even if you did
know anything you couldn’t tell me.”

Ali stretched himself in the sun, trying out his strained
muscles. “Hhhmm! Feel a little bruised, but nothing
scems to be broken at all. And you? Good. Well, let’s
away into this jungle, for there seem to be no footprints
on this beach other than our own to show that anyone
clse ever has come this way.”

Feeling to see that his sword was secure, he started
up the beach, searching for an opening into the dense
undergrowth, striding with a proud agility despite the
faulting sand. Bakar caught up the shell and stuffed it
into the remains of his shirt before following, gaining
rapidly on his master. Overtaking him, he plunged into
the gap he had made on his first search and led the
way to the hidden spring in the clearing.

Both men drank deeply from the shell, and Ali sat
hack to rest on a fallen trunk. He looked around the
open area, feeling the fresh dewed grass under his feet,
looking up at the birds, who returned his gaze curiously,
with cocked heads and staring beady eyes.

“Al, that was good! This is a pleasant and secluded
little grove you have discovered for us here, Bakar, but
though I'd like to rest up I feel we should push on and
try to find some place we can sleep without guard. I
don’t trust whatever beasts may lurk behind this green
curtain. Unless I misrecall, they have tigers here as
licrce as the ones in our own country. I don’t know too
much about the people, but I'm prepared to deal with
humans if not with animals. I bless the day I decided
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to leam the language of these confounded savages, to
ease my collection of the tribute for my father.”

He got up and began to make his way out of the
clearing, but Bakar suddenly clutched at his shirt.

“What is it?”

Bakar pantomimed a richly dressed Ali swaggering
along, flaunting his rings, then imitated a stealthy fol-
lower coming up behind and stabbing down, then
the stripping of an imaginary body of its finery. Al
watched the performance with some amusement, not
unmixed with admiration.

“Not bad, not bad at alll It's a pity you can’t talk,
else you'd make a fortune on the stage. Your idea is
excellent, too. I think T'll leave all this stuff here, near
the spring where we can mark it, so that we tempt no
robbers. And we’ll keep my royal status secret also, so
we encourage no ransom attempts.”

He slid the rings from his fingers, and took the gold
chain from around his neck. Bakar’s remaining shirt
sleeve served as wrapping, and the bundle was stowed
carefully among the plants at the foot of the rocks. He
drew his sword, and glanced at the jewel set in the
handle.

“What to do with this, though? My sword I need.
We'll just have to risk the ruby, unless . . . Bakar?”

The big man took the sword and gripped it between
his knees. His face contorted in exertion and concen-
tration, he clasped the handle of the sword in one
hand, and, with a sudden grunt, wrenched the jewel
from its setting. He returned the sword to Ali and hid
the stone with the other jewelry while his master thrust
the weapon into his sash, slapped him on the back, and
strode off into the jungle, away from the beach.

(And with a quick blink of the eyelid of the mind . . .)

The sun was noon-high in the sky and shone clearly
down through the tops of the now more widely separated
major trees. The going had been easy for some time
since the undergrowth had thinned out, and now Ali
and Bakar rested at the foot of a broad-bladed Durian
tree. The prince was eating at the soft white flesh of the
fruit with gusto, but the rotten stench was more than
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Bakar could stomach, and he contented himself with
wild bananas that grew in a clump some little way off.

Spitting out a smooth black seed and wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand, Ali laughed at his dumb com-
Panion.

“Whatever strange country that we have come to, the
fruit is even stranger. You may turn up your nose, or
hold it against the offense of the smell of this fruit, but
by Allah, it has a royal flavor. There is a subtle tang
hidden by the chimeric of the odor. That’s true of many
things in life, you know that, Bakar? Even your brute
strength hides a tender heart, yes?”

Bakar grinned back at him to show he understood,
but he would not come near the fruit Ali offered him.
"The young Prince slapped his thigh and guffawed with
nmusement. “You miss a lot in life by not exploring,
my friend. There are a great number of important clues,
and tidbits of fact to be discovered behind the curtains
of doorways, and between the covers of beds and books.”

With his eyes half-closed in ecstacy he returmed to
the eating of the Durian, his lips drooling as he held
the melon-sized growth in both hands.

FOUR:

(Strange. I don’t remember how we arrived here.
Did I finish eatingP)

They were hacking their way through the jungle,
Ali using his sword and taking care not to dull the blade
on any hidden rock, while Bakar used his strength to
force a passage. The sweat was pouring from both of
them like water from a spring, and each had contrived
n sweatband to twist around his brow, using portions of
Bakar’s shirt. The squashed remains of myriads of green-
flics and mosquitoes plastered their skin and clothing
und Ali’s hands were a mass of scratche$ and cuts from
the leaves which slashed at them.

Ali paused for breath, then stood listening.

“Bakar, can you not hear the sound of a river?”

Slowly the big head turned this way and that, then
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an arm pointed unerringly to the left, and they changed
direction, moving a little faster with hopes of relief
urging them on.

The river turned out to be at least a hundred yards
wide, and though they went up and down the bank for
quite a way there was no apparent narrowing, though
it seemed to meander on its path. At the side where
they were it was quite high above the river, but not
dangerously so, and the stream appeared deeper here,
with a strong current. The farther bank was shallow with
a long sandbar sticking out a little below them, and there
were others further up the river. Bakar seized Ali’s arm
and pointed to the upstream spits.

“What? Those balks of timber? Oh yes, I see now.
Your eyes are sharper than mine. They’re crocodiles,
sure enough, but I think they’re too far away to bother
us. We should be able to get across without any trouble.
Come, that looks like a man-made track over there.”

Bakar jumped down the low cliff and began striking
out with powerful strokes. Ali took a short run and made
a clean dive into the muddy brown water, surfacing
to see his servant halfway across already.

(In their nests underwater beneath the cliff croco-
diles hear the splashes, and one slides out through its
cave entrance and silently thrusts itself upward until it
is only just submerged.)

The current was stronger than Ali had anticipated,
and his progress was hampered by the sword which
slipped around in his sash and became entangled with
his legs. Treading water, he set about securing it more
firmly, not without glancing upstream to reassure him-
self that the somnolent beasts on the sandbar had not
moved. Bakar was already in the shallows on the far
side, slightly above him, and was walking out of the
water.

Cursing to himself, Ali resumed his struggles with his
sword, and (so Hoes not see Bakar turn and notice the
sinister black log lithely coming up behind his master.
Horrified, the dumb giant assesses the distance and de-
cides he cannot swim back in time. Desperately he looks
around him and espies two large, thick branches on



the bank behind him. Seizing them, he swings one rap-
idly over his head, letting it fly out over the river as if
released from a slingshot, to fall with a great splash just
behind Ali who has) decided to hold the sword in his
hand. Tuming in surprise he saw the crocodile begin
to dive no more than six yards inshore from him. Taking
a deep breath he, too, submerged, going down as far
as he was able, hoping to come up under the monster.

At first he could not see through the murky depths,
but an ominous shadow gliding between him and the
ceiling of light that was the river’s surface soon showed
him the enemy’s position. Kicking upward he was
barely able to touch a rear leg of the beast with his
sword point. Immediately the tail convulsed and he was
only just able to escape the steel whip as it cracked
toward him. As agilely as a tropical fish in a tank the
crocodile began to turn, but Ali followed it around in a
spiral, coming up for 4 snatch of air to see Bakar stand-
ing waist high in the water, brandishing a piece of tim-
ber as a club. The Prince turned to see his enemy had
also surfaced, and was approaching him with upper
jaw opened. He forced himself vertically downward
and the beast paddled over his head, unable to close its
upper jaw quickly and unable to submerge without
taking in water.

Ali felt his feet touch bottom, and let himself come to
a crouch in the obscuring mud his descent had caused.
He clasped the handle of his sword firmly in both hands
and waited. Sure enough, the crocodile had turned ex-
actly in its traces and came back now just a little below
the surface, looking for its elusive prey. With a strong
thrust and a fervent call on Allah, the young Prince
straightened his legs and shot up off the bottom, aiming
the point of his sword for the soft spot of the neck,
where the under jaw was hinged. The blade cut straight
through and lodged against the top of the skull. As he
rose to the surface he had to ward off the scrabbling
claws as the crocodile sought vainly to rid itself of the
sword, but in a few seconds the body floated upward,
lifeless, and began to drift downriver. Diving again,
Ali tried to dislodge the sword hurriedly, expecting that
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at any moment the reptile’s companions would descend
upon him, but the blade seemed immovable. Swimming
with one hand, the other clasping the sword hilt, Ali
dragged the creature to shore, where he collapsed, ex-
hausted, in the shallows.

Bakar came thundering through the water and
dragged beast and man to shore, and while Ali drew
in drafts of fresh air, tugged the sword from the croco-
dile and pushed the monster back out into the stream
where it was immediately the scene of an orgy of can-
nibalism as its brothers threshed the water to foam in
their desire for food.

Bakar washed the sword in the water, then returned
to present it to his master, who took it, kissed its blade,
and thrust it into his sash. Ali pointed to the melee in
the river. “There but for the mercy of Allah goes one
lost Prince of India! Allah and the sword, both. It’s not
the first time it’s saved me, eh? (Is it? What have I
used it on beforeP) That little spot of excitement was a
refreshing fillip to the day. The creature was a little too
stupid to be a worthy antagonist, but it was better than
fighting . . . than fighting . . . (Simulated sharks! Simu-
lated sharksPPPPPPP) than fighting. Strange, Bakar, I
can’t remember the comparison I was about to make.
But let’s not stand here talking. The sun is getting lower,
and we must find shelter for the night.”

So saying he led the way along the bank where there
was a faintly discernible path which became more defi-
nite as it turned away from the river and passed into the
mass of low scrub.

“I think this track was made by man, so let’s go find
the man who made it.”

On this side of the river there were no towering jungle
trees, only miles of low bushes and tall plants, the omni-
present green mow broken more frequently by vivid
splotches of color as strange blossoms signaled their
presence. Nature appeared to have banished sound for
sight here. No birds fluttered and sang among the dense
undergrowth; no animals stirred; no insects chittered.
No mosquitoes, even. As if bound by the same inter-
diction the two trudged on silently along the well-



defined path, which curved and turned upon itself for
no apparent reason, and so did not allow them the minor
pleasure of seeing their destination.

The hot sun continued to lay its rays across their
backs with whips of heat, uninterrupted now by the
trees which had shaded them on their morning’s trek,
and gliding slowly down the sky.

It was still well before dark, however, when the path
abruptly disgorged them into a large clearing, at the
other side of which the semi-jungle thinned out, and in
the center of which stood an enormous pile of boulders,
cvidently the results of the elements’ erosion of the
jagged chunks of rock that thrust themselves out of the
ground like gigantic teeth.

“Ssshhhwwwaaahhh! Let’s rest.” Ali threw himself to
the ground in the shade. “We’ll cool off for a moment
and then we can climb up here and see . . . whatever
there is to see from the top.”

Bakar grunted, but stood out in the sun, looking warily
around, sniffing the air. Ali watched him disinterestedly
through half-closed eyes as he finally shrugged and
turned to join his master. As he did so there came a loud
yell and a figure leaped off a rock from the side and
launched itself on Bakar’s shoulders. Despite his bulk
the big man dropped instantly to a crouch, thrusting his
head forward and down so that his attacker flew over
his back to land shatteringly on his own back where he
lay stunned and winded. Ali, struggling to his feet,
dragging out his sword, had only time to notice that the
assailant was dressed in black trousers and a red necker-
chief, before eight more men, similarly clad, appeared
from behind the rocks, some running out to cut off their
possible retreat back along the path.

As Ali moved toward Bakar two of the figures leaped
to the spot he had just vacated, so that the two were
surrounded.

“Back to back, Bakar!”

Ali leaped to his position and swung his sword, while
the big man spread his legs and held his makeshift club
before him in a defensive stance. While the attackers
closed their circle Ali noticed that while they were all
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identically dressed, their weapons differed, two bearing
broad-bladed arms similar to machetes, two were with
clubs, and three of them holding foot-long daggers with
peculiar, flat, snake-like, double-edged blades. One, dis-
tinguished from his fellows by the large circular earrings
he wore, carried an ornate scimitar and by this Ali
judged him to be the leader.

Swinging his sword easily Ali struck out and down
against the leader, to draw him out and watch his
method of handling the scimitar. The other used his
weapon with both hands, with a very controlled slicing
of the air immediately in front of him, the blade not
heavy enough to swing him around into an exposed
position. The rapidly moving scimitar acted like a shield
and Ali could see no way to penetrate the guard, but a
downward blow at a moment when the opposing weapon
was slicing down served to break the flow of move-
ment and allow him to make two quick jabs at the
other’s breast. His blade did not strike home, but the
attack caused his opponent to withdraw. Ali dared not
advance, for to do so would mean exposing both his
own and Bakar’s back. A flicker of movement on his
right caused him to turn his head and catch sight of a
dagger-armed figure advancing, crouched, upon his flank.
A lightning thrust and circle of his own blade clipped
the man’s lower arm, sending the dagger flying into the
air and the attacker, clutching his arm, to the sidelines.

Behind him Bakar struck out once, twice, with his
club, catching one assailant on the head, knocking him
senseless, and another on his shoulder, causing him to
drop his machete, his arm numbed.

With a yell two men dashed in on Ali’s left, one with
his broad blade high over his head ready to slice down-
ward, the other coming in low with dagger in his out-
thrust hand. As Ali turned to meet this threat, the
leader, still using his scimitar as a shield, took a step
closer, suddenly letting the blade come circling out in
a blow calculated to slice at the Prince’s legs. Ali
leaped high in the air to clear this attempt, at the same
time kicking out to catch the dagger wielder under the
jaw as he crouched and, off balance, the latter stag-
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gered backward against his companion, whose great
chop at Ali thus fell short of its mark. Coming to earth
in a crouch of his own, to avoid the following high swipe
of the leader’s scimitar, he struck out at the machete-
man. His fine Indian steel narrowly missed the man’s
lingers but cut through the wooden haft of the weapon.
A quick movement of his foot brought the handleless
blade toward him and he kept his foot on it. His would-
be attacker stepped back out of sword range, looking
for a substitute weapon.

Bakar was using his club now for offense, keeping a
whistling wooden barrage against the snake-like thrusts
of the remaining dagger bearer, and now for defense,
holding his club at each end to ward off the other club
handler.

Ali’s late attacker had found the club dropped by the
man that Bakar had disabled and resumed his pressure
on Ali's flank. Meantime the leader had taken up a
dueling stance before the Prince, and the scimitar and
the sword rang together like hammered anvils in the
hot afternoon sun, neither weapon gaining an advantage
for its owner. All of Ali’s skill was required to defend
himself against the leader, for whom a kind of grudging
respect was building in his mind, a respect changing to
admiration as he noticed the other signal for the club-
man to stand off and not interfere.

As the dust rose around them and settled on their
sweaty bodies, Ali strove to aim his sword at the other’s
head as the scimitar swung downward, but each time
the grinning, mocking face of his opponent would dodge
aside, or be hidden fractionally behind a surprise up-
sweep of his own weapon.

In a sudden switch he threw his sword to his left
hand, hoping to take the leader by surprise and sneak
in under his right arm, but the grinning fighter was
rcady, and with both hands clutching the handle of his
own weapon, sliced vertically down. With no time to
change grips again, Ali was forced to hold the flat of his
blade against his right palm, and take the chop of the
scimitar against the middle of his blade. As the shock of
metal on metal ran up his arms his opponent stopped
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dead for a second, but by the time Ali had taken his
sword into his right hand again and thrust forward he
was ready for it, and with no time to parry, let the two
weapons slide up each other until they were hilt to hilt,
wrist to wrist, face to face. As the sun hammered down
to be shiningly repelled by the gold handles, the steel
blades, and the dusty, dusky planes of their faces, the
two stared into each other’s eyes.

Mutual liking, the liking of a fighter for another fight-
er, the recognition of one manly spirit by another, filled
the air between them, as they struggled silently each
to force the arm of the other away and down. Teeth
gritted, lips curled back in effort and concentration, they
swayed and strove, but both were nicely balanced. With
a piercing yell that momentarily discomposed Ali, the
leader disengaged, leaped back, and swung single-
handedly in a body-blow, which the Prince barely es-
caped from by springing aside. With the other now
exposing his flank he pressed home the attack, causing
the man with the scimitar to slowly retreat.

So engrossed was he in this private duel that he for-
got he had now left Bakar’s rear exposed. A grunt, inter-
mixed with cries of triumph from behind him made him
turn his head to see the giant, his legs knocked from
under him, topple over to be engulfed in a breaking
wave composed of the remaining attackers. Although
his gaze had been distracted for but a moment it was
sufficient time to allow the leader to step forward,
swinging his scimitar, and to knock Ali’s sword jarringly
from his hand. The point of the Arabic weapon came
up to press into his throat.

Ali froze, shrugged, and held his arms apart, palms
outward.

The grinning leader let his point fall, and made Ali a
salute with it, and the Prince in turn half-bowed to this
worthy opponent. He turned his head to see that, even
outnumbered, Bakar was still valiantly trying to rise from
beneath the host of enemies.

“Enough, Bakar; I fear this is the end, for the mo-
ment, and it seems we are not to be killed—at least
not immediately.”
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The giant was allowed to rise as he desisted from his
struggles.

So that his command was understood by the enemy
Ali had spoken in the best Malay he could muster, know-
ing his servant’s rough knowledge of the language
would suffice to make him understand. The leader
touched him with his blade and spoke in the same
tongue. “A wise order, my fiery friend—I should have
hated to slit the throats of two such mighty warriors.”

Warily, Ali made no response but stood waiting for
the next move to be made. Bakar came to his side, look-
ing disgusted and mutinous, but Ali motioned him to
rcluctant obedience. The young leader walked over to
Ali’s fallen sword and regarded it closely before thrusting
it into his own belt. He glanced at his captives.

“This is not a Malay weapon, and unlike any I have
ever seen; and you use it in a manner strange to me.
You interest me, my friends. We will question you at
the camp.”

He turned to his men, who were still recovering from
blows received in the battle. “Tie their hands and bring
them with us. Bakri, Ahmed—you remain here on guard.
Let no one pass from the river path. Karelman, Ishka—
scout down the path to see whether these two have any
followers or friends waiting their return there.”

The company moved off into the rocks and Ali, in
their midst, wondered what was dreamed up for him
next.

FIVE:

(A large fire burns in the center of a clearing, the tall
surrounding trees almost meeting overhead to form a
cave of timber. Rocks and stones, perhaps the ruins of
some ancient temple, lie strewn along one side of the
clearing and before these are two smaller fires over
which men are cooking spitted meat, and boiling rice
and water. Some thirty men sit around the large fire, or
among the rocks, waiting to eat. One or two of them
are whetting their knives on the rocks, others are talking
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in small groups. They are of all ages, and the trousers
and occasional tunics and sarongs of all are worn, torn
and patched. The flames of the fires glint fitfully on
their brown faces.

The clearing’s size is partly artificial, as numerous
stumps and a low, protecting wall made by placing
trunks of palm trees one upon the other in the places
where the jungle undergrowth is less dense, testify. On
one of the stumps near the main fire, the center of a
small group, sits a big, heavily bearded and powerful-
looking man, gross around the body, but not fat. His
beard is coarse and untrimmed, and grows from his chin
only, straight and lank, contrasting with his short, black,
close-curled hair, and looking more like some strange
parasitic growth than a natural attribute. His large eyes
are red rimmed and half-hooded by the lids, giving him
a hunted, haunted stare which sits ill with the forced
joviality which has carved a grin around his lips. With
the aid of a twig he is picking his teeth.

A smaller man, and older, bearing a shallow-bowled
platter of wood in which some hot liquid steams pleas-
antly scented, comes now from the fire saying, as he
approaches the group: “Here is your soup, if you will
drink it here, Chief Achmed.”

However, as he draws closer, concentrating on the
balance of the soup in the flat bow], he stumbles against
the legs of one of the men and the liquid slides out in a
flat, wet, hot mass and spills on Achmed who immedi-
ately roars and jumps up. His full height reveals him to
be a head taller than most of his companions. With his
left hand he seizes and proceeds to shake the little
man, lifting him off the ground with ease.

“You clumsy fool. Can’t you be careful, or was that
deliberate? That soup was hot, but I'll find something
hotter for you, to teach you caution!”

So saying he shakes the man and with a backhand
throw pitches him into the small fire where, dazed, the
cook lays sprawling for a few seconds. Then with a
scream he jumps up and runs off to a small stream

which runs chuckling through the far side of the clear-
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ing, his clothes smoldering, bursting into flame as he
rumns.

Achmed, hands on hips, puts his heavy head back
and roars with laughter in the momentary silence his
action has created. He stops suddenly and grins evilly
at his companions who pick up the cue and immedi-
ately start to laugh with him as they catch his eye, some
rolling on the ground in mirth.

With a smile of satisfaction Achmed sits down again
on the stump, reaching for his neighbor’s bowl of soup
without opposition, and he is about to sip when there is
a call from the clearing’s main entrance, where a ragged
guard with a wooden spear stands. )

“Who approaches?”

The group, with Ali and Bakar in their midst, trod
silently forward along the narrow trail leading into the
clearing. The young leader halted to reply: “Hassan,
with two prisoners!” The group passed the guard and
entered into the circle of firelight.

Some of the men around the fire rose at their ap-
proach, Ali noticed, with hands on their weapons, and
he began to think that perhaps he should not have so
casily accepted the situation, and should instead have
tried to escape on the way here. He and Bakar were
thrust forward toward the big man sitting on the stump,
who did not look up until Hassan stood before him. Ali
observed that although the younger man seemed to
recognize the authority of the other he was not sub-
servient and seemed to be on some terms of equality.

“No signs of any enemy anywhere toward the coast,
Achmed.”

“And who, then, have.you brought here, that they are
ticd? If there are no enemies then you have a strange
way of treating our friends.”

“No friends of ours, and perhaps no enemies, for they
are strangers; I suspect, though I have not yet interro-
gated them, that they are even strangers to our coun-
try, no less than to this kingdom, for the accent of this
young man is foreign to my ears. And there is this.”

Hassan handed Achmed the sword which had almost
defeated him earlier in the day. Achmed handled it
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lightly, tossing it end over end to test the balance, as the
fine steel shone in the flickering light of the fire. Pres-
ently he looked up from under his prominent brows and
pointed the sword at Ali.

“This weapon is not of the style or manufacture of this
country, stranger. Who are you, and from where do you
hail?”

“I am a man, and I come from afar.”

The other’s eyes slitted.

“As to the second statement, I am sure you speak
truth; as to whether you are a man, it is yet to be de-
cided. Now, lest you wish me to test the latter point—
speak fairl”

The voice came as a growl, but Ali was not to be
intimidated by words alone. He shrugged and, with some
mockery in his eyes, replied: “It seems I must. Well,
then, I am a trader from India, from beyond the sea.
Washed overboard together with my unfortunate dumb
servant who stands beside me here, while the ship
sailed on through the storm. No doubt my father searches
for me now.”

“Your story has the sound of truth, though your eyes
belie it. If it indeed be as you say, then no doubt your
father will wish to ransom you. But hold, how is it that
you speak our language, Indian?”

“As a trader, and the son of a trader, I have been to
your coastal ports before now. And there I was received
with greater courtesy—but then, of course, I was deal-
ing with men, and not such great fat animals as your-
self.”

Ali had made his speech with all civility of tone, his
accent one of deprecation, so the significance of his last
sentence took a few seconds to sink into the minds of
his audience. He noticed several of the men, especially
those who had captured him, regarding him with some
admiration, and Hassan seemed to be hiding a quick
grin. Achmed rose to his feet and struck Ali across the
face with one great hand, rocking his head back on his
shoulders.

At this Bakar let out a howl, breaking his silence for
the first time, and lurched forward, restrained hurriedly
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by the guards. Blood oozed from Ali’s mouth but he
shook his head free and kept a mocking grin on his lips
and in his eyes, staring up at the man before him.

“It seems your bloated carcass is as empty as your
words, that you must needs have your enemy tied be-
fore you dare strike him!”

A shocked hush fell over the whole mob as the words
rang out. Slowly Achmed let his arm drop back to his
side, and a wary gleam shone in his eye.

“Carcass, eh? I think we shall see who is, or who will
be, a carcass tonight. Release this young cockerel who
crows so well without his spurs yet hard, and clear a
circle around us. T wish to take a little exercise, and
pluck a chicken for my supper.”

He stripped off his sleeveless tunic and tightened the
waistband of his trousers. Someone behind Ali cut him
free, and he stood for a while massaging his wrists while
the crowd fell back to leave the two men alone in the
center. A new log was thrown on the fire and sparks
rocketed upward toward the leafy roof, throwing stronger
gleams on the shining bodies of taunter and taunted.

For a full minute they just stood and looked at each
other. Ali slowly drew off the remnants of his shirt,
wondering whether Achmed would have any system
for wrestling or if he would only rely on his greater
height, reach and weight. He got his answer as the
Chief yelled, “Haill” and fell into a crouch, advancing
step by step, legs spread far apart, hands performing
circles in the air before him. Achmed had a method, and
was not about to take any chances with his younger
opponent.

Since there was no point in postponing the start of
combat Ali suddenly stepped forward, leaning for-
ward from the hips toward Achmed, and feinting with
his right hand at the latter’s neck, making sure to keep
out of the clutch of those brawny arms. As Achmed
grunted and closed his guard Ali let fly with the side of
his left arm at the other’s biceps, below and in front of
the shoulder. Although he saw the numbing shock regis-
ter on the man’s face Ali was not to escape unharmed,
for Achmed turned as the other went by him and let
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his own left come slicing down against the Prince’s leg,
behind the knee, in a hamstringing motion. Ali saw the
blow about to start and managed to deflect most of the
power by a chop of his own at Achmed’s wrist, but he
was still knocked down on to one knee.

As the Chief rushed him from behind to take advan-
tage of his position Ali seized a groping hand and
ducked his head, dragging the great body over his
head, but since his approach had lacked a deal of rush
the Chief fell more on top of the Prince than past him,
winding them both for a moment. And by the time Ali
was out from under and up on his feet his enemy had
scrambled to his, and was facing him once again in the
same crouched pose. Then with a heavy, stamping ap-
proach Achmed drove in on him, hands flickering in and
out with an agility surprising in one of his girth. Ali was
hard put to it to fend off the blows of the other with his
own hands. Falling into a new tactic Achmed continued
to advance, more slowly now, with the same circling
motion of the hands as before. With a yell of his own
Ali leaped forward, striking downward with both his
hands, then sliding them outward to seize the other’s
wrists, continuing to press himself forward, and Ach-
med’s arms back and out.

The two stood chest to chest, legs apart, arms out to
the side. If he could only get a slight advantage and get
his opponent’s arms moving slightly backward behind
him, Ali knew he could force the larger man over and
to the ground, but the Chief’s strength was at least
equal to his own.

Suddenly Ali relaxed his right hand, letting go, then
moved his hand over to Achmed’s right arm, behind
the shoulder, and slid his palm up and back under the
chin, at the same time dropping to one knee and tumn-
ing to his left. Achmed flew through the air in a vast,
ponderous somersault, and crashed dully down.

Ali noted to his surprise a low cheer from some of the
rest of the crowd gathered around, which was quickly
suppressed. He sprang over to the other to receive in
turn a kick in the chest which sent him staggering back.
Before he could recover his balance Achmed was up
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on his feet, rushing at him, then putting a leg behind
his own to send him sprawling on his back. He quickly
rolled aside as the Chief dropped his great weight on
the place where he had been, but once again could not
take advantage of the position, both catlike up on
their feet at the same time.

So it went on for several minutes, with Ali using the
weight of his opponent against him for some earth-
shaking throws and Achmed, apparently never the whit
bothered by this, etemally seeking to come to grips so
as to use his superior strength to crush this darting ad-
versary. At one point Ali feared he had forfeited any
chance of winning, for Achmed had him in a poten-
tially bone-cracking grip that was only failing because
of Ali's elbow pressed up into the “V” of the Chief’s
breastbone, so that any increase of pressure merely
served to drive it further home. Achmed dragged the
Prince closer to the fire and began to bend him back
over it, so that he could feel the flames scorching his
shoulders. In a bold move he let himself drop, forcing
the heavier man to break his grip to keep his face from
the fire, himself sliding lithely out from under the
falling body, and off the fire.

Ali seized a brand from the flames as he rose, and
belted the man across the buttocks with it, which raised
an unexpected laugh from the onlookers, who recalled
an earlier event. The crowd was by now becoming
wildly excited as the fight wore on.

Hair singed, chest scarred red, face scratched and
blackened, Achmed threw himself from the fire and ran
at Ali, all sense of style or method lost in the red anger
which burned in his eyes. He charged down on the
Prince like a wounded buffalo. Feinting as if to dodge,
Ali instead prepared to stand the shock and, fists above
his head, toppled himself into the Chief’s stomach. His
feet slid back from beneath him as the impetus of the
charge transferred itself to him, but he fell into a crouch
to see Achmed slowly doubling over toward him, mouth
open in pain and surprise. As he crumpled, Ali moved
to one side then leaped up to land, knees down, in the
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small of the other’s back. He put a headlock on the
gasping giant and shouted in his ear: “Enough?”

Achmed, with his air supply cut off, feebly patted the
ground with both his spread-eagled hands and Ali stood
up, panting, his muscles quivering beneath his skin in
nervous release. A roar went up from the crowd and
Hassan approached him, turning him to face the men,
two of whom slipped forward to raise the prostrate
Chief, who hung between them, retching for breath.
Hassan gestured for silence.

“This is the first man ever to defeat our Chief, Ach-
med.”

“Yes!” “A brave challengel” “A true defeat!” cried the
gang, and once again Hassan had to motion for silence.

“When the leader of the elephant herd is defeated,
his conqueror becomes the new leader.”

“Yes!”

“I say that if Ali the Stranger agrees, then he shall
lead us.”

“Truth!” “We'll follow him!” “Let the Stranger fighter
lead us!”

Shaken to the depths by this unlooked for turn of
events, Ali smiled helplessly at Hassan, who returned
him a friendly and admiring grin, before turning to ad-
dress the waiting crowd.

“I am in truth a stranger, but if you can trust and
accept me, then I can do no more and no less than to
trust and accept you. I feel that whatever it is, your
cause must be an honorable one.”

From the corner of his eye he noted the partly re-
covered Achmed calling the little gathering of his own
cronies around him to be silent, as he continued with-
out interruption. “What your aims are, I do not know,
but I name Hassan here as my personal lieutenant, and
he will guide me.”

There were nods and shouts of approval at this sug-
gestion. Taking confidence Ali held up his hands for

uiet.
1 “Since I do not know your country, and need able
men to assist me, I propose to make Achmed my other

deputy second-in-command.”
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At this there were only muted cheers, noticeably
from the group of men around the ex-Chief, and Hassan
looked as though he were about to say something, at
which Ali shook his head at him almost imperceptibly.
He turned toward his late opponent and called across
the clearing. “Achmed, do you accept?”

With a conciliatory smile on his coarse features the
big man shambled across to him.

“I shall be proud to serve under one who can defeat
me.

The eyes of the two men met and held, but Ali could
see only a shielded blankness, no challenge, no accep-
tance. Bakar, who by this time had also been released
from his bonds, came over at Ali’s gesture to stand be-
side him. Still holding Achmed’s gaze with his owm
he announced his last decree. “And this is Bakar, who
is my bodyguard and personal aide. You will treat him
as I do.” He turned his head and smiled at the crowd.

“Now let us forget past quarrels, and celebratel”

With a jerk of his head Ali called Hassan to follow
him as he and Bakar moved through the crowd and
reached a fallen log. The three sat and waited, making
small conversation, as members of the gang brought
food, mutton broiled on sticks, fruit, boiled rice, hot
spiced soup, and a variety of nuts and berries. Hassan
pointed out various specialities of fighting or trickery
characterizing his men, but volunteered nothing of real
importance. Ali’s body was fatigued and the plenti-
tude of food put his mind into a stupor.

Around the fire some of the men were beginning to
sing, beating out a rhythm on the ground, or on pieces
of wood. A few of them rose and began an intricate
dance, in which one partner of a couple would initiate
a series of steps which his opposite number would have
to duplicate almost instantaneously. Listening to the
sounds of dance and singing, with Hassan now fallen
silent over his food, Ali felt himself drifting away into a
doze, and he let his mind carry him off. Casually he
observed that Achmed was sitting apart from the main
group around the large fire and was surrdunded by a

small knot of his own who took no part in the festivi-
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ties of the others (and is talking softly to them, saying:
“Don’t worry, my friends. I did not agree to follow this
unknown upstart for nothing. There will come a time
when I can take my revenge and recover my position,
and when I do, by Allah, these other dogs will be sorry.”
He glares his hatred across at the dozing Ali and his
set, and happens to catch Hassans eye. The young
Lieutenant quietly nudges Ali to wakefulness) and
whispered: “I do not trust Achmed, friend Ali, and I
feel that you made a mistake when you made him
second-in-command. The inferior position will sit heavily
upon him, or he is not the bullying, ambitious rogue I
think him!”

Ali laughed softly and gently, touching the other’s
hand. “I do not know him, save that he is not the smart-
est brute I have known. But he can fight, and com-
mands the loyalty of some, and by giving him position
here it should make him loyal to me.”

Hassan shook his head, stubbornly unconvinced. Ali
clapped him on the shoulder. “Come, Lieutenant; do not
be so gloomy. You should be cheered that you out-
fought me, who outfought Achmed!”

“Not so, Stranger. We captured you through weight of
numbers, and a moment of surprise. One against one,
and with your swordplay alone you would easily have
defeated me.”

“I think you could all do with lessons in my style of
fighting. I do not know, still, against whom I am sup-
posed to lead this band, but you must tell me in the
momning. On the morrow I will start to train you and
you can tell me more of your followers and your plans.
Meanwhile I wish to sleep, for I have not had an easy
day.”

“As you wish. I'll wake you early.”

They rose and stretched, and as Hassan moved to-
ward the circle of firelight Ali and Bakar sought shadow
and sleep.
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SIX:

“No, no; you don’t hold it with both hands. If you
bring it up like that then I can—hahl—stick you with
the point while you are open.”

Ali had twenty of the men drawn up in two lines
facing each other, about fifteen feet apart. Using weight-
ed lathes of timber, or the broadbladed parangs some
of them owned, he was teaching them the elements of
saber fighting, getting them to think in terms of foot-
work, point, and blade, instead of the face-to-face two-
handed slice and single-handed cut they normally used.

“That’s it, stand sideways, so you present a thinner
target to your opponent and keep your heart away from
him. No; use both legs as a team, not one to move and
one to balance with. And remember, if you can, all of
you—save your breath and don’t yell. If your enemies
are used to shouts, your silence will disconcert them.
All right, keep at it.”

Bakar sat on the grass, watching the drilling with an
impassive face. Ali strolled up the center of the aisle of
men to where Hassan made the last man in his file. The
Prince-incognito stood opposite for a moment. “That’s
excellent, Hassan. Soon you might be up to my stan-
dards.”

His voice was dry and bantering and Hassan, fore-
going his look of concentration, looked at him and re-
plied in the same vein: “Might be? Why, I think I can
beat you any time now at your own game.

Ali raised his eyebrows. The other men paused to
watch, grins on their faces.

“You really think so? Very well, let’s have at it.”

Using his Indian blade against the other’s self-made
wooden practice weapon he drove forward, and they
parried and thrust with great vigor. It was soon obvious
that Ali was toying with Hassan but the young lieuten-
ant was giving him a fair amount of opposition, con-
sidering his short amount of training. Finally Ali stepped
in and with a circling wrist movement whirled the piece
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of timber out of Hassan’s hand. The latter grinned and
held out his hands in mock surrender. Ali stretched him-
self lazily in the sun, which was not yet high in the sky,
its rays glancing off many cool green leaves before
engoldening the still dewy clearing. Sauntering smoke
climbed from the green-wood fire across the azure sky,
bearing with it the belly-stirring smells of roasting meats.

“That was good exercise, and good sport. We'll break
now, and practice some more this afternoon.”

The men sketched salutes with their miscellaneous
and makeshift weapons, and strolled off. Ali took Has-
san’s arm and led him to where Bakar sat, chewing on a
grass-stalk, and flopped down into the cool grass on
which the drops of dew were each a miniature blue arc
of sky, uncountable, true and separate. Ali sighed. “That
took more wind out of me than I like to admit. I'm out
of condition.”

“I'd hate to be up against you when you are in con-
dition, then. By Allah, but you are master of your blade.
But tell me, who are you really? I'll wager no trader
ever leamed to fight like that. He'd be more likely to use
his bags of gold as weapons.”

Ali laughed and gave his questioner a friendly, disin-
genuous look.

“My dear Hassan, men may trade in many things—
food, goods, materials of all kinds, curios; even in coun-
tries, and names. A trader will do as well as any other
title to describe my . . . vocation in life. But now, tell
me at least your story, and of this band I am supposed to
lead.”

Hassan closely studied the other’s look, and slowly
shook his head to acknowledge he knew Ali was con-
cealing something, and would accept it. He looked
down, paused, then apparently decided to trust his
chosen leader.

“Well, you are a stranger . . . and a strange man. I
have seen the men of China, and I have seen those of
your own country, of many hues. And once I saw an
Arab trader, from some other land far beyond yours.
And I have heard, but a few days since, of a stranger
touching shore on the East Coast, north of here, with

74



a crew of Chinese. But he was taller than they, it is said,
and spoke an odd language, for all that his garments
were part patterned after those of his men. Mayhap
he will venture south and we shall meet with him . . .
(There is a man you must not meet. Someone . . . but
what is his name; and what am I thinking?) “. . . but I
have met none so strange as you, who speak our lan-
guage. And yet you are of Islam, for I have heard you
cry upon Allah. Ah, well; perhaps one day . .

He grinned again at Ali, then lay back upon the
grass, remembering. “This land, and these several islands
make up the Kingdom of Srivijaya, though there is some
talk of the Madjapahit fighting on the eastward islands
of Java. But our country here pays only a small tribute,
and rules itself. Until little more than a year ago we
were ruled by the Sultan Mohamed, a good and peace-
loving man who reigned from his palace in the City of
‘Dak Betul....”

As Hassan continued his tale it seemed to Ali, drowsy
in the scents and sounds of the glade, that he could
picture the events related. ...

SEVEN.:
“. .. He had governed well and wisely for two-score
years, but now at last the ungovernable had reached
out to claim him. He lay in his bedchamber, his body
raised from the hard planks and mats by a mattress of
cushions designed to ease his last hours. . .."

The gentle-faced man was in his sixties, a year for
every traced line on his cheek and brow. He slept fit-
fully, his breathing shallow. By the low bed stood the
Mentri Besar, first Minister of State, with two other
Councillors. Near the head of the bed stood Hassan,
relaxed but mentally alert, on duty but expecting no
incident. On his head he wore the silver-embroidered
stiff-cloth headdress which marked him as Captain of the
Palace Guard. A blue tunic, with silver edging, falling
outside his blue and silver sarong, girded up for action,



completed his dress, save for the sash into which was
thrust his scimitar and snake-bladed keris, sheathed
now in its wooden scabbard.
One of the men muttered, “Our Sultan is old; yet I
cannot see a reason for his dying.”
His companion, a doleful-looking, slit-mouthed man,
answered him in a low tone, glancing at Hassan. “It
would not surprise me to find Abdul the Red One be-
hind this somewhere.”
The Mentri was sharp voiced. “Cease this talk, I re-
quest you. I too fear that the Sultan’s cousin has a hand
in this, with his dark doctors and his darker dreams.
But it is not well to speak of these things unless one
has proof.”
The old man on the bed slowly opened his eyes and
began to whisper. Hassan interrupted the Mentri. “His
Highness is awake, Sirel”
The three ministers moved closer to the bed and
made obeisance. The Mentri lowered his ear to the old
man’s mouth, then turmed quickly to Hassan.
“He wishes to see his granddaughter, the Princess
Meriam. Fetch her, Captain.”
Palms together, head bowed, thumbs against fore-
head, Hassan backed from the room. Awaiting his re-
tum the old men talked.
“Ah yes, Princess Meriam; a great pity that her
father, the Prince, should have died with his wife.”
“I have heard it said that Abdul the Red One caused
the fire that destroyed them both.”
“Lucky it is for the country that an heir survived,
when the Princess escaped the holocaust.”
X “The maid, Saripah, was courageous in rescuing

er....
“And the good Captain Hassan of the Guard was
royally rewarded for his part in it. But here they come
now.

Scimitar drawn, Hassan hurried into the room, mak-
ing perfunctory obeisance, and followed by a petite
gamin of a girl, enormous black eyes set into a pretty
ovaloid of pale brown, framed by a black lace head
scarf which matched the long, wide-skirted blouse worn
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over the black and gold-figured sarong. In her arms she
hore the two-year-old Princess. The Mentri bent to the
Sultan’s ear.

“The Princess Meriam comes, Sire.”

Dragging himself back from scenes of a far-off coun-
try, the old man opened his eyes. Saripah, the maid,
boldly sat herself down on the edge of the bed, holding
the Princess up to stand against her. The Sultan, her
grandfather, with what was obviously part of a con-
firmed game between them, weakly raised his thumb
for Meriam to hold. Abruptly she fell to her knees and
stroked the old man’s beard. Saripah made as if to re-
strain her, but he gently shook his head, and let his eyes
wander from face to face before speaking, his words
stumbling, but his voice gaining strength.

“My friends—and all of you are friends, I know—I am
forced by the will of Allah to take leave of you . .. and

of my people. I entrust their future welfare . . . to my
granddaughter . . . Meriam, who is to rule after me.
[t will be long years before she is able to rule . . . and

in that time I entrust her welfare . . . to you.”

His tired gaze dropped fondly to Meriam, who cooed
at him, oblivious and uncomprehending of his condition,
and while the hushed audience watched, the last smile
froze on his lips and his eyes closed.

Saripah gently picked up the little Princess and held
her close, tears brimming into her large eyes. Quickly
she slipped from the bed and sat cross-legged at its
foot. The Meniri and the two Councillors busied them-
sclves reverently with the Sultan, covering his body
and head with a white linen cloth. Hassan went down
on one knee and made his last salute to his late lord,
and raised his eyes to see Meriam looking up at him
from the shelter of Saripah’s arms. Stiffly the young
man rose, went before her, and fell on one knee again.
Palms together, thumbs to brow, he held her eyes and
slowly spoke to her, while she watched entranced.

“I hereby pledge my life and my allegiance to none
other than the Princess Meriam, and swear to protect

her person at peril, if need be, of my own.”
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As if suddenly aware of the full meaning of the mo-
ment the little Princess reached forward and touched
his hands with her own.

EIGHT:

“We did not know, then, Saripah and I, just how
perilous our task would be, to keep the Princess Meriam
from harm.”

Hassan’s voice recalled Ali to the present. Dreamily
he watched as a blue and golden parakeet, orange-
eyed and yellow clawed, its breast as green as the palm
leaves, flung itself from branch to frond above, to stare
accusingly down, scolding incoherently, at the intruders
disturbing the natural idyll below.

“We didnt know it then, of course, though we sus-
pected, but Abdul the Red One, cousin to the late
Sultan, was already plotting to usurp the throne. . .

Against the red-tinged screens of his eyelids, back-lit
by the sun, a gorgeous scene of decadent decor played
before Ali's mind’s eye. There was a richly decorated
chamber, over-full of fumiture, with walls, floor and
ceiling too-elaborately embellished with cloths and bro-
cades, silken drapes, and tasseled cushions. Carpets
covered every inch of floor and what little light pene-
trated the large window spaces was colored and dif-
fused by ornately patterned rice-paper panes.

One comer of this room was raised, with three long
and shallow steps leading up to it, and at the center of
this dais rested a divan screened on three sides by
hanging laces. On the divan, propped upon one elbow,
lay a figure which seemed at first sight to be the epi-
tome of opulent and indolent grandeur, wrapped about
in scarves and shawls and a sarong and over-sarongs of
gold-thread-worked many-colored cloths. But this im-
pression was negated as soon as the face was observed,
eagle-eyed, hook-nosed, powerful, ruthless. The upper
lip was ormamented by a drooping moustache, which
hung like two bloody rattails each side of the thin,
cruel mouth. The startling thing was their color, almost
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orange, matching the long thin hair which dangled
loosely from below the high, stiff-clothed turban. The
skin which ill-contrasted this orange was itself of a
greenish-brown complexion, into which the pale blue
eyes were set like fungoid mold in pools of filth.

Below this man, who could only be Abdul the Red
One, sat another, soft and fleshy as a Persian cat, fingers
beringed, and arms entwined in silver bracelets, which
he seemed never to cease turning and studying in a
quiet ecstacy of self-admiration. At the foot of the steps
sat two others, younger men, plainly dressed, studiously
not listening to the conversation behind them. The red-
haired man was speaking.

“My dear Karim, you don'’t follow me at all. After we
have reduced the taxes on our landlords, and have thus
swayed them to our side, we increase the taxes on the
commoners, thereby regaining our lost income and re-
plenishing the treasury but, what is just as important,
with the assistance of the eager landlords, who will
then take the brunt of the commoners’ complaints.”

The dark man he addressed tore his eyes from his
bracelets for a moment and looked with a wet stare at
the other. “Brilliant, Sire! The idea of a genius of
government, Sire!” He returned his regard to his rings
too soon to catch the disgusted sneer of Abdul.

“Yes, well, that’s as may be. But it all depends upon
the message from the palace, and my future control
of the throne.”

He was distracted from continuing by the sound of
bare feet padding down the corridor outside the room,
and he looked up to see a man come panting in. The
two men at the foot of the steps rose as one and drew
their parangs, but the man flung himself breathless on
the lower step, saluted, and looked up at Abdul

“I have news from the Istana, Sirel”

The Red One leaned forward eagerly. “Yes, continue.
Never mind these others. You can speak freely. What
word from the palace?”

“Sultan Mohamed is dead, Sire.”

“And?”

“He has named the Princess Meriam as his heir, and
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entrusted her to the care of the Mentri Besar and Has-
san, the Captain of the Guard.”

“What!” Abdul swung himself from the divan and
stood, to reveal a tall and heavy figure. “May Iblis take
his soull He has tricked me to the end. I was sure of
the Regency!” Striding up and down the dais he pounded
fist to palm. “He must have suspected I poisoned him.
But as I broke his body, so I'll break his spirit and defy
his Jast utterance. I'll have the Regencyl”

Karim stood hesitantly on the lower step. “But if you
have not been named as Regent, Sire, the people will
not accept you.”

“I know that, you fool, but there has to be a way.
There has to be a way. There always is a way to get
around the intentions of honest men.”

Karim shrugged at the others as the redhead paused,
caressing his moustache in thought, his thumb following
the line of his lips. Suddenly he swung around, point-
ing. “You, messenger. Fetch the Princess Latifah here!”

Saluting, the messenger left at a run as Abdul sank
back down onto the divan and smiled at Karim. “The
people will not accept me, perhaps; but they will accept
Latifah, the cousin of Meriam. She is obligated to me,
in a certain way, and will do as I say.”

“But still Meriam has been named as heiress, Sirel”

“And how many people know that? It cannot have
been publicly proclaimed yet. You two! Go and see that
nothing is made known. Tell the Mentri that Princess
Latifah wishes to speak with him first. Go! Ah, here
comes the Princess now. How pleasant to see you, my
dear. We were just talking about you.”

The departing messengers had almost collided in the
doorway with the Princess, who came forward now to
stand below the steps. Karim obsequiously prepared
cushions for her but she dismissed his efforts with a
scornful glance. The servant who had summoned her
had effaced himself beyond the door, but the young girl
looked around her as though expecting to find others in
the room. Her hair was long, black, and undressed, but
although her tight-fitting, low-necked baiju and sarong
were plain and simple, and no ornaments adorned her
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person, her strong features bore the unmistakable stamp
of regality, compassionate yet self-impassioned, self-
centered yet not selfish. Her fine dark eyes were hidden
by long lashes, but her tone revealed the scom she felt.

“You sent for me, Uncle? Yet I do not see your dark
men of medicine here, so perhaps I am to leave here in
good health. With your creature Karim here I per-
ceive that I am excellently well chaperoned.”

The sycophant shot a glance of pure hatred at the
girl, and the redhead could not forgo the luxury of a
slight smile at the thrust, but instantly he replaced it
with a mask of gravity. “I'm afraid I've sent for you to
inform you of bad news, my dear Princess. Your uncle
the Sultan has just died.”

The girl bit her lip but said nothing. Abdul rose and
continued his pacing of the dais. “The news will come
as a shock to you, I have no doubt, as it came to me, and
I join you in condolences for his soul, for I know you
loved him, and he, you. In fact, you are to be his hejress.”

He swung around at this to observe her reaction but
her face remained expressionless as she asked: “And~
what of Princess Meriam? Surely she is more nearly in
the line of descent than I?”

“Ah, that is the thing of which I wish to speak. I
think it only right that you should rule, my dear. You
are older, and can soon govern the country yourself. It
is no task for a child of two.”

For the first time the girl looked up at him as he
stood above her. “You mean, you wish to rule the coun-
try, Uncle? No, don’t bother to deny it. I know your
ambition, and I know just how much power would re-
main in my hands . . . and I suspect for how long, till I
had named you my own heir. And one thing I am as
sure of as I am sure that you would conceal it if you
could . .. and that is the Sultan must have made Meriam
his heiress!”

“I am surprised and hurt by your suspicions, my dear.
I had hoped that by now you would have come to
know me better.”

“I know you too welll”

“Come now, don’t you think you owe me something?



Have you forgotten that your late father was banished
from the country, and that I raised you? You have been
living on my charity ever since you were born!”

The Princess flung her head back and laughed in his
face. “You have other news for me, Uncle? You have
been reminding me of my dependence upon you every
day since I became your charge. What did you do for
me? You plundered my father’s lands and converted his
money to your own uses. He died in exile, and you
diverted the little he left me into your own treasury. . ..~

“The law says a rebel may not leave—"

She swung around to face him again; at that, her
waist-length hair flying about her head to give her face
the appearance of the moon seen through dark storm
clouds.

“The lawl You designed that law. A rebel? You
designed that charge, and pressed it home on evidence
the Sultan was loath to accept. And still you say I owe
you something? No, Uncle; I dont know what deep
and devious schemes you may have in mind, but be
sure I will never help you.”

Abdul had waited impassively and patiently for her
to finish, not unaware that the disturbed Karim was
trying to catch his eye. He made a little bow to the
Princess and continued to smile down at her.

“You've quite finished, my girl? Good. Now listen to
me. You love your cousin Meriam, don’t you? And you
would hate to have her die, wouldnt you? And you
would not want to be the cause of her death, through
some silly little action, would youP I have listened to
your ravings; now attend to my words, and attend them
welll”

He bent and seized her chin in his hand, forcing her
to gaze at him. “Mark me, Princess Latifah. If you do
not agree to my plan, if you do not follow my every
step, and walk with apparent enjoyment, then I will
have the Princess Meriam killed by one of my several
methods. I think that you have learned by now, if you
have learned nothing else about me, that I have a
certain skill in obtaining the ends I seek, and it could
be that I would arrange to have you accused of the



crime, and so encompassing two of my aims and tying
them into one knot. I tell you this because you know I
speak the truth, and because you cannot prove the ut-
terance.”

He thrust her from him with a twist of his wrist, and
she tripped over a cushion to the floor.

“If you agree, then I will spare her. If you do not . . .
The choice is yours.”

Her hair obscured her face from his view, and he
could not tell whether she cried or not for her voice, low
that it was, remained steady. “What can I do? I must
agree, it seems.”

As he tumed to smile contemptuously at Karim he
could not see that her face had paled to a firm resolve,
that her fine eyes were bitter, but not resigned.

NINE:
N

(I like this Princess Latifah. A girl of spirit who does
not, like others of her sex, escape the situation into a
flood of tears; and of evident and obvious beauty. But
how can 1 know that she is beautiful? How is it I SEE
her beauty, since 1 have not met her? No, of course 1
have not met her. But then ... How ... ?)

“Hey, Ali; I believe you've fallen asleep on me. Is
my tale that boring to your . . . trader’s unexcited ears?”

“No. I felt just a little dizzy, that’s all. The story is
fine and you tell it well.”

Ali shook his head and opened his eyes to find all as
before; the green glade, the distant moving men, the
blue sky overhead, the leafy palms, the birdsongs falling
through the clear, pure air. He took a deep breath and
turned to his companion who was observing him quiz-
zically. “No; carry on, please. What happened then?”

Hassan settled himself back and plucked a sturdy
blade of grass, balancing it across one finger. “See
that? See, if I turn my finger slightly one way or the
other this grass will roll and tip, so . . . and fall. Well,
that’s how precarious things were for the next hour or so
at the Istana. If one thing had gone wrong, well . . . I
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wouldn’t be sitting safely here telling you this story, for
one.

“Of course, I didn’t know all that was happening at
the time. It was many weeks later that I learned that
as soon as Abdul the Red One had delivered his ulti-
matum to her, the Princess Latifah sent for her maid
and charged her to go to the Palace and warn Princess
Meriam’s maid, Saripah, to take the child and escape
from the City. I had already warned the girl that she
might have to leave in a hurry, having a premonition,
by intuition, of what might happen; and so when she
received the message from Princess Latifah she wasted
no time but slipped immediately from the Istana.

“And by all the names of Iblis I wish I knew where
she had gonel”

Ali was surprised by the vehemence of his tone and
looked at him curiously.

“Ayl Apart from the safety of the Princess Meriam
I have the thought that I might seal our joint guardian-
ship a little more strongly. The wench was not without
her attractions, and regarded me not unfavorably.”

Ali laughed. “Your cause is not altogether an altruis-
tic one, then, friend Hassan! But continue your story.”

“Well, I had noticed Abdul’s man go running off, to
advise him, I suspected. The dog had been hiding be-
hind the door. The Mentri agreed with me that we
should be prepared for possible trouble, since the Sul-
tan’s wishes were not those of Abdul's. We decided to
post a full guard on each door to the Istana and so 1
went to call the off-duty men. When I returned I had
only found ten extra men I could fully trust, which was
not enough to withstand any great attack. Abdul's man
had returned with his master’s message and the Mentri
asked me what I felt he should do. We were still wast-
ing time trying to come to a decision when Abdul him-
self marched in, with thirty men of his own. I confess
my heart was cold when I saw them line up around the
great hall.

“The red devil marched up the center and would
have gone to the throne, no doubt, and sat himself down,
but I stood in his way. He looked over to the Mentri. T
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wish to speak with you, Mentri. Call off your Captain
and dismiss him,” he demands, cool and smooth as silk.
But the Mentri was not to be outfaced. “What you have
to say can well be heard by the Captain,” he says. I still
stood there, with my hand ready to draw my scimitar
against him, for all that he was of royal blood, but he
didn’t give me so much as a look. ‘“That is what I wished
to talk about, Mentri. Now, it is reasonable to assume
that, in his last few moments, the old man, Allah rest
his soul, was not too clear about certain things. To put
it bluntly, I would like to think that he was sane enough
to name the Princess Latifah as heiress to the kingdom,
as the older cousin.’

“For all that he wasn’t giving me the notice of a gnat
I spoke up then. ‘We have already sworn our allegiance
to Princess Meriam, and accept her as our ruler. The
Mentri Besar will act as Regent, and later advise her.
The girl Saripah will tend to her upbringing and care for
her as she needs. And I will guard her until such time
as she needs no champion!’

“Well, this sets him back a pace, and he looks from
me to the Mentri and back again. I was still a little too
puffed-up at myself to think clearly, or I would have
seen what was in his mind. He stood off and stared at
me. ‘So,” he says. ‘We will have to take measures. Guard,
fetch Princess Meriam from her quarters.” Before I can
make a move one of his men runs out of the hall. The
Mentri, poor old man, moves before I can wam him
and jumps down from the throne dais, trying to run to
the little doorway near him, but another of Abdul’s
traitorous gang stands in his way. I begin to move and
have my scimitar out to go to his aid, but I catch a nod
from the Red One and his man cuts down the Mentri
with his sword.

“My people had begun to realize what was happen-
ing and jumped to form a ring, facing outward. Abdul
had moved back out of reach, and his men started to
close in on us. I tell you, Ali, I didn’t expect to get out
of that place alive, nor my men. We started to press for
the main door but even though mine were the better
trained of the two groups, three to one was too heavy



odds. What saved us was the messenger who had gone
to get Princess Meriam returning to say that the child
and Saripah were not to be found.

“For a moment the Red One was caught undecided,
and his men waited for a space for his orders. Taking
advantage of the pause I let out a roar, and we charged
down the hall, parangs flying like steel wings, and out
through the great door. Once we were through I had to
halt our retreat. We were at the top of the steps which
lead down into the courtyard, and across that to the
gate-keeper’s lodge and the closed gates were at least
a hundred yards without cover. At the top of the steps
we could stand for a while and cut down any who tried
to come out of the doorway, but I knew that a minute or
two would see them come around from behind us. So
far I had lost no men, while we had cut down several of
the enemy. Luck wouldnt hold with us much longer so
I called out, ‘To the main gate, boys. Retreat on the
double.

“We took to our heels and ran like mouse-deer to-
ward the gate. I looked back and saw, as T had ex-
pected, that we’d caught them flat-footed, for now they
were jammed into the doorway like fish in a funnel.

“There were two short walls leading back from the
gate, like an alley, with a platform behind each so that
invaders could be flanked from above. I had my men
defend the entrance to this and called up to the gate-
men: ‘Are you loyal to Sultan Mohamed’s wishes?
There were four of them, and they shouted back as one
man, Yes!” My heart leaped for such loyalty. ‘The Sul-
tan is dead. Meriam is named to rule. Abdul would de-
stroy her and us. Will you help us? Again they cried
yes, and three of them dropped down behind us while
the other pulled on the ropes and wheels that opened
the gate. By now two of my lads were down, but the
rest were holding off the enemy at the alley’s entrance.
So soon as there was room I urged them to slip through
the narrow slice of gate, one by one, the three gatemen
going first, all unarmed as they were.

“I and three others held the rearguard, and I felled
two of the dogs before I slid through to safety, and cut
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the head off a third as he was improvident enough to
venture to follow through the slit of the gate opening.
Above us the remaining gateman cut the weight free
that swung the gate closed, but as he leaped down from
the outside wall to join us a spear took him in the back
and he fell at my feet.

“My uncle it was. A brave man, and an honor to my
family.

“But there was no time for mourning. A hasty glance
told me that with the three gatemen we were twelve
men remaining, some wounded, but all with two feet
and two arms. ‘Run, you sons of Iblis, or you'll be with
the houris tonight!” I cried; and we raced off through
the end of town and into the jungle.

“Like a good leader I led the flight, for they’d have
been lost with me speared behind them, and I had a
higher loyalty.

“And so we came into the woods, and have been
named as outlaws ever since, though there are those who
would aid us if they dared, and a few brave souls who
have already joined us.”

Hassan sat up and took Ali’s arm. “I swear that’s the
truth of the matter. Are you with us? Or rather, are we
with you?”

Ali smote the anxious Hassan on the back. “By Allah,
I am! There is nothing I enjoy more than a good hard
fight in a good clean Cause. There’s nothing better to
take the sickness out of a man’s soul, or put a light into
his heart, or add purpose to his arm!”

“Not even a smart piece of trading, putting a smart
deal over in the way of business?” said Hassan, distend-
ing cheek with tongue. Ali clapped him on the back
again, a good hard blow of friendship.

“I have a question or two more,” he said, “but you
must be dry. Bakar! Go fetch some water.”

The two rested in a comradely ambience while the
giant went to the encampment, filled a large beaker with
water, and returned.

Hassan drank, and inquired: “What else do you need
to know?”

“This Achmed, my it-is-to-be-believed trusty second-
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in-command. It strikes me that he owes his first loyalty
to himself rather than to a child Princess, unless I mis-
take in my judgment of men. How does he fit into this
scheme, and how was it that he became your leader
instead of his following you?”

He drank in turn, as Hassan explained that in the early
days, when the outlaws were still few and unorganized,
his band had met with Achmed’s, professional rebels
against authority, and had enlisted them to the Cause.
“Not without some trouble,” added the young ex-
Captain. “It was mainly the promise of great rewards
after we had overthrown the Red One that gained
Achmed’s sympathy, though several of his men, I think,
are genuinely interested in our Cause and are loyal to
it. Since Achmed’s men were the larger group originally,
and wiser in the wild ways of the jungle, it being their
home, it seemed both sensible and expedient to let him
lead, with myself as his lieutenant. Though I have had
cause to regret it from time to time.”

Ali shrugged. “Expediency seldom offers a worth-
while solution, short-term or long. You say that Abdul
the Red One is a tyrant and a usurper. Well, I have
never liked those who abused their power, whether
Princes or Parliaments, Ministers or the masses. I'll lead
you in this, with the greatest pleasure in the world, but
I insist that I train them, with your help, in the ways
I think best.”

“But in this country, merchant, you must leamn to
fight with our weapons. That is only sensel”

“Your weapons, hah! Give me a straight dagger, in-
stead of your dainty, waved keris, and I'll undertake
to beat any of you with it against your weapon!”

Hassan grinned and rolled over. “Come and try,
then. Here, Ishka, bring me one of the meat-knives.”

They waited till the man brought over the short,
dagger-like knife, and Ali tested it in his hand. “It’s not
the best, but I don’t aim to kill you with it, so it will do.
Now, let’s see you put your hand where your tongue
wasl”

The two men began to circle around the invisible
pivot that would be their meeting place. Ali held his
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dagger out and before him, his left hand as a bafan
behind him as he moved, but he soon saw that Hassan’s
method was radically different. The Captain held bo
hands out slightly before him, and moved with a springy
crouch, swaying from one leg to the other, poised and
waiting. Ali took the initiative and leaped forward, right
hand extended to the full toward the other’s throat. In-
stantly Hassan’s left hand came up and out, striking
down the dagger-blade, his own keris coming in low
and upward. Ali dropped to one knee and as the keris
slid over his shoulder, moved his right hand up to the
Captain’s heart, at the same time rising up to hit his
opponent’s right arm with his own left shoulder.

The second part of his maneuver succeeded well
enough and Hassan’s blow went wide of the mark, but
again the Captain’s left hand shot out against his wrist
in a sharp cutting blow that paralyzed his arm and made
him drop the dagger and stumble into his adversary’s
body. “Hai!” cried Hassan, and Ali felt the point of the
keris touch the back of his neck, then the small of his
back, in quick succession. Grinning ruefully he stepped
back and picked up his dagger. The Captain was jubi-
lant. “You see, the keris wins!”

“Fairly fought, friend Hassan. I see I have something
to learn after all. But I think I'll stick to my sword in
the future. With that I feel I'm invincible.”

The victor put his arm around Ali’s shoulders and
they began to walk back to the camp. “You see, with us
the keris is a weapon that we learn to use after we
have mastered our art of self-defense, so that we use
both hands together, whereas it seems to me that you
start from sword fighting and then use your dagger as
a short sword.”

“Yes, but if you find me a good dagger I'll show you
how I am used to fighting, with a sword in my right
hand and a dagger in my left. I think if your men can be
taught to use a parang and a keris in the same way
then we will have something to surprise Abdul and his
pack with.”
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TEN:

(Where's the sun? WHERE IS THE SUN? How is it
we are near the fire, in the dark? WHAT HAPPENED
TO THE SUN? WHERE DID THE TIME GO? Some-
body said I would go from scene to scene, like . . . like
WHAT? WHO said?P)

Ali blinked his eyes again and hammered the hard
ground on which he lay in the warmth of the fire. The
silent Bakar touched him with his foot, and, startled,
he looked at the man, not knowing why he was startled
(Does he KNOW? WHAT is there for him to know?)
and then his mind was clear. He turned to Hassan,
sprawled easily beside him.

“Hassan, 1 have been thinking (WHEN?) and have
come to a decision (HOWP). I cannot hope to make
plans for our success until I know something of the
ground on which we have to fight. Apart from your
story, I know only that Princess Latifah . ..”

“Is probably an unwilling assistant to her uncle, Ab-
dul the Red One.”

“And the Princess Meriam . . . ?”

“Is alive, hopefully, with Saripah. There has been no
report that the Red One has her, and indeed he insists
that they are with us.”

“It is obvious to me that eventually we must take
over your city of ... ?”

“’Dak Betul.”

“Yes, 'Dak Betul. Well, then, I propose that we three
—you, I and Bakar—start off for the city tomorrow to
spy out the land, leaving Achmed in charge of the
camp.”

At the mention of Achmed’s name Bakar stirred and
turned to look at his master. In mime he played out the
part of a man who would willingly stab another in the
back, with a smile sketched on his face. Laughing, Ali
reassured him. “Don’t worry; Achmed can do us no
harm. This might be a good time to test him. Now, be
ready for him when he returns from foraging, and tell
him I would like to see him.”
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Shaking his head dubiously, and grimacing gloomily,
the giant went off. Still with a laugh on his lips, Ali
turned to Hassan. “Bakar is as faithful as a shadow to
my wishes; but occasionally he tries to think for him-
self, a tendency I have to curb in him. But he’s as
necessary as a shadow to me, also. He’s a tower of
strength at my side, literally.”

“And he’d be a terror of strength if he were not on
your side! Come, let’s rest till Achmed arrives.”

That night Ali slept. A deep, dreamless sleep.

ELEVEN:

They came out of the jungle at the top of a small
rise, with the city of 'Dak Betul spread before them.
It sprawled over about a mile of each bank of a narrow
river, with a “T” of roads leading through the center,
the stem parallel to the river.

To Ali’s unhurried gaze there appeared to be few
large buildings, and these in any case were not tall.
Only the Istana raised itself above the single-storied
leaf-roofed huts on the nearest bank, while across the
river the finger of the muzein’s tower pointed to heaven
against the fist of the mosque.

Below them a wide track wandered from further
along the forest wall to join the bankside road before it
led into the first scattered groups of houses. There was
no wall around the town, and in fact there were no
fences or separating barriers of any kind, save only a
high palisade surrounding the Istana and another con-
taining a large compound with several small huts and
one long, low, wooden-roofed house.

“That’s the Red One’s compound over there. He still
keeps it up, though he spends most of his time at the
Istana,” said Hassan.

“‘I'm interested in the marketplace, where the com-
moners are. Let’s see what gossip and information we
can pick up there. Will we pass muster?”

Hassan regarded the miscellaneous collection of dis-
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reputable ragged clothing in which the three were
wrapped. “We look poor enough to become rich on
charity before the day is through,” he grinned.

“Then let’s go see how we fare. My trader’s blood
calls out for money in my palm! Come, Bakar.”

The large dusty square which made up the market-
place was thronged with people, though Ali shrewdly
noted that there seemed to be more bargaining than
buying. Most of the stalls were lightly constructed, be-
ing little more than planks laid over trestles, with a
framework above from which depended cloth screens
to keep the dust from the goods. Bolts of brightly col-
ored cloth, earthenware utensils in shades from black
to white and variously painted, sarongs and the baggy-
legged seluar, brooms and metalware were on sale in one
corner, where a snake charmer played his flute before
the stalls, and hoarse-throated men cried the value and
quality of their goods.

To one side were stalls of vegetables and fruits, lush
melons, orange yams cut for display, egg-fruit, carmine
pomegranates and green and black and purple grapes;
red cabbages and greenstuffs of every kind; lean string
beans and brown, knobbed leaf-haired pineapples, multi-
faceted and jostling with rough-bearded cocoruts and
their greener younger brethren, half-hidden by hanging
stands of bananas. Sights and smells and sounds as-
saulted the senses of the three companions as they wan-
dered, inconspicuous, through the crowd. An itinerant
metal-worker brushed by them, rattling his string of
square brass plates to draw attention to his trade, and
small boys with wooden castanets clicked like so many
crickets around their heels, crying the kinds of food
their masters sold.

With a “Hai! Hai!” a milkman parted the throng for
his long-horned water buffalo, large jars of brown pot-
tery slung pannier-like across its back, he himself
perched on its shoulders. Dust rose in his wake like
heavy wings. Hassan spat: “Let’s go over here and find
some coffee.” They made their way past aromatic stalls
where curry powders were displayed in wicker baskets,
and a low shed under whose roof were gathered the
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meat-sellers and their fresh-slaughtered carcasses of veni-
son, cattle and sheep. Near a small stage, where a
puppet shadow-play was being performed against the
white cloth screen mounted upon it, they found a coffee
stall; the seller squatted on the ground surrounded by
the paraphernalia of his enterprise, brass urns and bowls
for washing, a large jar of water, a sugar-juice mill,
copper dippers and big wooden ladles.

The three men sat on the low stools and ordered,
covertly regarding the scene as they waited. Just be-
hind them was a satay seller, with the small pieces of
mutton and chicken broiling on their twigs and skewers
over the open charcoal fire, with several customers wait-
ing for the morsels. As they sipped their steaming coffee
Ali eavesdropped on the conversation amongst the
satay-eaters and presently nudged Hassan to listen.

One of the men, a little, wizened fellow, was speak-
ing. “Well, friends, I'll pay for this round of satay, and
then I'm off, with empty pockets.” His companion looked
up. “Why? When we last met, a year ago, you were
settled with your little vegetable farm, surely?”

“Aye, but that was before that damned Abdul had
my land seized for the taxes I hadn’t paid. Truth to
tell, I had paid ’em, but the collector had kept ’em for
himself. Now all my vegetables go into the palace free.”

A third man nodded. “I would join you in your travels,
comrade, but I have a score to settle first.”

“This is a poor time to worry about creditors, brother!”

The man spat, then opened his tunic to reveal a chest
freshly scarred. “This is one debt I reckon to repay in
full, comrade. One of our beloved Abdul’s noble friends
fancied my daughter. When I tried to prevent their
taking her, the Red One’s guards seized me on his or-
ders and forced me to watch while they had their sport
of her. Then they had me whipped, and left me for dead
outside the gate. But I've marked the men to whom I'm
debtor and T'll give them a full tally before I leave this
city.”

f){li glanced at Hassan and raised his eyebrows in-
(uiringly. The young Captain nodded and moved his
stool back to speak to the men, but just then a dis-
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turbance arose at the far end of the square, and they
turned to see a small procession making its way through
the crowd, which had fallen silent at its approach, all
haggling ceased.

Two great wooden chairs were borne litter fashion on
the shoulders of sixteen men, clad in a matching livery.
In the first sat an arrogant orange-haired man who could
only be Abdul the Red One; but the second was lightly
screened by floating veils, and Ali could not make out
its occupant. A band of spear-armed guards surrounded
the group, breaking a path through the rapidly scatter-
ing throng. The silence was sullen, broken only by the
hoarse shouts of the soldiers and the creak of the litter
poles. As the first litter went by Ali bowed his head to
avoid any possible recognition in the future, for already
a plan was running through his head; but as the second
drew abreast he raised his eyes to get a glimpse of its
passenger. The veils parted in a sudgen breeze to reveal
the face and figure of a beautiful girl whose eyes alone
betrayed a sense of sadness mixed with fear. She stared
straight ahead, with no glance to left, to right, or below,
as if trying to vanish the crowd and her surroundings
from her perception by sheer mental effort. But all
unregarding as she was, her face struck a dual chord in
his mind, the one of present beauty (the other of beauty
past?) (the past perceived?) and he remained looking
after the litter till a blow on the shoulder with the butt
end of a spear recalled him to the situation. Without
thinking he began to rise, with a growl in his throat for
the guard who had unconcernedly gone by, but he was
restrained by the pressure of Hassan’s hand on his arm.

As the procession went out of sight they sat back. Ali
rubbed his shoulder and one of the men at the satay
stall muttered, “That damned Abdul, may Iblis take
him!”

His companion struck in. “I pity the Princess Latifah.
They say she is practically his slave, a prisoner in her
own palace. I wonder what witchcraft his dark men of
medicine have used on her?”

“Truth indeed, there must be some reason. 1 have
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heard it said that she would help us poor people if she
could.”

Ali whispered in Hassan’s ear. “I think we may have
some recruits for our band there, my friend. If they
wish to join, then have them wait for us at the jungle’s
edge tonight, and we will meet them after I have visited
the Istana.”

A bright moon shone down as the three men, stagger-
ing slightly, and laughing inanely among themselves,
came across the narrow green in front of the Istana’s
main gate, attracting casual attention from the two
guards who stood without. The wicker door was open,
and inside Ali noted an officer giving some orders to
two more guards who were posted at each side of the
far end of the fenced alley. Continuing their apparently
aimless stroll they followed the stockade wall along,
keeping well out into the moonlight so that they would
arouse no suspicion. Between the gate and the next
corner patrolled two more guards, and the heads of
two more could be seen performing a similar function
above the level of the wall on the inside, evidently
walking along some platform. l

The next stretch of stockade was considerably higher
than the other, some twenty feet in all, Ali judged, and
this faced out on a small plain unbroken by cover, ex-
cept for a few rocks which at about the center became
the foundation for that part of the wall, which marched
over it.

The three companions paused and began to argue
among themselves as if unsure in which direction
they were headed. They remained long enough to see
that there were only two guards performing sentry duty
along this section, the length of their beat allowing
several minutes between their meetings.

“This wall seems to be loosely guarded, Hassan?”

“Yes, it is considered too high to be scaled, and this
cleared ground before it prevents a secret attack. And
unless the Red One has added something, there is no
platform on the inside of this wall, for beyond it are

the private royal gardens.”
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“Right. Now I want to study those rocks. As soon as
those two fellows have met and passed again, and have
their backs to us, take my cloak here and hang it be-
tween you, so that to the casual eye it will appear that
three of us are walking off to the jungle there. Wait for
me. I don’t intend to be too long.”

“Good luck,” whispered Hassan, but the guards were
past and Ali was running silently toward the rocks.

On this side of the Istana the wall cast a heavy shad-
ow on the ground and the rocks up which he lightly
climbed. At the top he was still some ten feet below the
top of the wall, but he was high enough to be out of
sight of the guards when they passed below. He turned
and with his dagger began to cut away at the padding
between the upright logs which formed the stockade
until he had made a chink giving him a full view of the
interior,

Immediately below him, at the foot of the rocks pro-
jecting inside, was a small pool with a raised rim, on
the surface of which floated lilies, weirdly green in the
full moonlight. Beyond this lay a small area filled witn
shrubs and flower beds, with a narrow path winding
through it leading from the pool to the palace buildings
a few hundred feet away. All this Ali caught in a glance,
but his attention was drawn inevitably to the poolside,
where sat the girl of the afternoon, the Princess Latifah.
She sat with her hair unbound and with her full-skirted
sarong spread around her so that she looked herself like
a lily-flower, pale of face as she looked up at the moon,
surrounded by the shining green stuff of her dress.

He was struck to the heart by something infinitely
sad even in her unmovingness. Breathless, he watched
as presently she looked down and began to finger the
lavish gold brocade edging of her sleeves, the other
hand playing idly across the surface of the pool. Now
he could see that there were goldfish in the water, their
scales glinting as they passed from shadow to moon-
light and back again.

The Princess began to hum, and soon, to sing softly
to herself. By straining his ears he could just make out
the words, a trite little thing comparing the imprison-
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ment of the fish, in their golden uniforms, within the
confines of the pool, to her own predicament, clad in
fine clothes trimmed with gold and free only to swim
around under restricion. The world could come and
admire, but each was really a prisoner with no means
to communicate the true position to the audience.

Trite enough, yet true enough, as most trite things are,
mused Ali. A voice returned his attention to the scene
below and he looked to see a maid approaching, calling
her mistress to come and attend upon her uncle. With a
last wistful look at the goldfish the Princess rose and fol-
lowed. He watched her go for a moment then, making
sure that the guards had passed below, jumped down
and sprinted wildly for the jungle’s edge, his heart
pounding for more reasons than one. (But that is senti-
mentality. And what is wrong with sentimentality? What
is dangerous about sentimentality? What is DANGER-
ouUs...?)

TWELVE:

A bright, sparkling morning, with the dawn’s chill still
in the air, though the sun had been up for several
hours. The glade was hidden among the trees, with
mossy banks forming a natural wall around its saucer.
The sun seemed to drift smokily through the tightly
packed trees and sprawling shrubbery, as lazy as the day
it lit, with a pillar of light standing all but solid beneath
a storm-torn hole in the leafy roof.

Ali swung and sliced, thrust and withdrew, feeling
his muscles become once again a part of him instead
of an extra set of extensions. He drew in the raw, green-
scented air in steady drafts, the heady pureness of it
intoxicating his mind and filling him with a quintes-
sence of the sheer joy of living for living’s sake. The
cool grass warmed under his bare feet and thrilled his
skin like clean linen sheets. The sky was an inverse sea,
with absurd islands of white cloud drifting across it,
blown by some high wind that did not descend to stir
the palm fronds and branches of the jungle.
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The long steel blade struck through the air like gold
and silver lightning, beautiful but dangerous, a golden
eagle solid in its whirling rapidity. He plucked a hand-
ful of grass, and as the blades came drifting down, cut
through them without hardly disturbing their passage.
He heard the sound of voices approaching and sped
silently to the safety of a tree-trunk, cautious until he
recognized the tones of Hassan and some of the band,
who came into the glade bearing bundles on their backs.
As Hassan stood staring around him, Ali stepped from
behind and touched him lightly on the shoulder with
his sword-tip.

Hassan swung around, dropping to a crouch, hand
on keris.

“You must guard yourself better, Hassan. You'd have
been a dead man by now!”

“It’s only you! I had expected to meet you here. I
have brought the goods you asked for, though it was not
so easy to suit Bakar.”

“Well, let’s not waste time talking, but start to pre-
pare ourselves. Get those bundles unwrapped. Did
you get the jewels?”

“Baker showed me.”

“And Achmed?”

“He gave me an argument, but I think I managed to
reassure him. He knows nothing of the jewels, of course.
He does not know exactly what we are planning, and
I left him in charge of the camp. I only hope he remains
there and doesn’t get any ideas of his own, like moving
out, or following us.”

“Well just have to trust that his curiosity will keep
him there till we return, I'm afraid. Come on, let’s get
ready.”

Just before noon the usual bustle of the market-
place was interrupted by the blare of trumpets, ringing
out above the multifarious noises of the multitude like
a fox’s bark in a barnyard. As the fanfare died the
crowd turned to see a procession making its way into the
open area, its novelty cutting a clear pathway for it.
Though small in size the party’s precision and compact-
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ness made it an object of some note, and it was manifest
that a unique impression was formed in the minds of
the spectators of its content and intent.

Twelve armed men marched step by step, and at the
rear of the group, eight more carried on their shoulders
a litter whose very simplicity of design lent it a rich-
ness not otherwise apparent. Within the litter sat cross-
legged a man who bore himself rigidly, seated upon the
one black cushion that occupied it. On his head he wore
a white turban unlike those headdresses of local royalty,
and in its center it bore a great red jewel. His black
velvet tunic and trousers were modestly embroidered
with silver thread, and his eyes looked neither left nor
right.

It was remarked that his face was uncovered.

The guards, the litter-bearers trotting lightly under
their burden, the dapper man who seemed to be chief
of the guards, and the giant who walked by the side of
his master, all wore strange headgear which completely
surrounded the face in white cloth and which included
as an integral part a cloth which veiled the face from
just below the eyes.

Like their master the escort looked only straight ahead,
as though assuming that the crowd would naturally
part before their course, with an inherent insolence. The
citizenry fell back amazed indeed, and as two of the
escort raised their trumpets in another fanfare the party
passed from the marketplace and approached the Is-
tana, leaving behind a wondering mass of mutterings.

“Did you see that sword laid across his knees?”

“That was no Malayan sword!”

“Those were not Malayans, in those uniforms.”

“Who can they be?”

The crowd returned to its coffee and soup, bargain-
ing and blandishments, curries and conversation.

Meanwhile the well-disciplined caravan had reached
the gate, where its appearance caused as much consterna-
tion and surprise as in the market. The two sentries out-
side crossed their spears before the cavalcade and were
hastily reinforced by two more who ran out from the
interior. The guards’ cries of “Who comes?” went un-
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heeded, until an officer of the guard joined them and
added his voice to those of his men. At the appearance
of this man the leader of the visitors’ escort turned to
look back questioningly at the man in the litter.

Ali, for such of course the latter was, for the first time
moved his gaze to look at his silent interrogator. “An-
namaran sumbaragan ushtuvthan!” he declared, imperi-
ously.

HZssan, playing the dual role of escort leader and
interpreter, spoke to the officer in heavily accented,
stumbling Malay. “My master, the Prince Ali of Bohon-
gistan, desires entry to the palace of the Lord Abdul.”

The officer asked, deference creeping into his voice,
“From whence comes your master; and yourself?”

“We have but lately arrived from India, to which
country the fame of your own has spread. The Prince
has hastened here in advance of the main caravan, bear-
ing gifts, which are yet unloading on the coast.”

Ali had assumed a supercilious and blank expression,
but his eyes and ears confirmed what he had expected,
that a show of richness would prove to be a sure pass-
port of entry into the Istana, for with an almost obsequi-
ous salaam the officer bowed before him, then turmed
and impatiently ordered his men to open the gates wide
and let the royal guests in. So soon as this had been
done the fellow whispered a few words in a guard’s ear,
which sent him running off to the main Istana building.
Hassan-the-interpreter blandly turned to learn his mas-
ter's will, and Ali gave him a quick wink which in-
stantly dissolved into the haughty, patronizing expres-
sion he had adopted for his role.

By the time they reached the foot of the Istana
steps and the litter had been lowered, the orange-haired
and moustached, olive-visaged Abdul was hastening
down to meet them, with the plump, wet-eyed Karim
following anxiously after. With Hassan’s assistance Ali
rose from the lowered litter and impassively faced his
host-to-be. Without turning his head, he spoke. “She-
hara ademkinagun surrunaminum.”

“My Lord, the Prince Ali of Bohongistan, gives you
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his respects and craves your hospitality,” gravely intoned
Hassan, interpreting this nonsense.

The Red One inclined his head, the mask of a smile
on his face.

“Prince Ali is most welcome to share the meager
facilities which we here in 'Dak Betul can offer. In the
name of Pnncess Latifah, I, her uncle Abdul, welcome
your master.”

“Your caravan follows?” asked Karim, fingers toying
with bracelets; a remark which drew a sharp waming
glance from Abdul.

Hassan translated. “Inharadan kandahamadan Abdul
suri venum, dentirivegum dentirivega mandahamini Lat-
ifah. Balakrisna hamad.”

Ali let a slight smile rise to his eyes, and bowed his
head. “Vendrahanchapan kaldaharanum parsum.”

“The Prince Ali thanks you, and asks that your men
show similar hospltahty to his men. And the caravan
will follow in two days.”

“Certainly, certainly . . . and never mind the caravan.
Be sure we will welcome your men equally. Come, take
my arm, Prince, and let me lead you into our humble
palace.”

With a certain repugnance that he was hard put to
conceal, Ali took the proffered arm and they went in
together, while Hassan dismissed the guards and bearers
who were now surrounded by a group of inquisitive
soldiers and servants, before turning on his heel and
hastening after Ali, to reach his side and interpret. As
Karim also turned to follow he caught the grim eye of
Bakar, who all this while had been standing like a pillar.
Meeting that stare, Karim ventured a fleeting smile.
Bakar reached up and pulled aside his face-cloth, the
while continuing to study the other. At the sight of that
craggy physiognomy Karim hurried up the steps and
into the hall, Bakar striding firmly after, as rigid as an
automaton.

Some little time later, after the preliminary courtesies
had been exchanged, Ali was installed on a divan similar
to Abdul’s at one end of the Great Hall of the Istana.
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Behind them two servants fanned gently with palm
fronds, and below them crouched two others. Karim
sat mear his master’s feet, whilst Bakar stood stiffly to
one side of Ali. Hassan, in his part as interpreter and
intermediary, hovered between the two principals. So
far everything is smooth, thought Ali. I only hope our
men will be as successful, and play the part of strangers
to the country without suspicion.

Abdul's dry voice broke into his musing, though he
managed to turn a deaf, uncomprehending ear to it.

“So your master has been on a trip to collect tribute
for his father, the Rajah, from his overseas possessions?”

Hassan did not bother to interpret this, but replied
on his own. “That is right, my lord. He was but now re-
turning to his country with a shipload of gold and
jewels, costly gifts, spices and rare perfumes, tribute
and taxes from his subjects, and presents from his Gov-
ernors. And now the ship waits to be watered and
provisioned for the next stage of our long voyage to
India.”

“And you say that a small caravan is on its way here
from the ship, with gifts for me . . . for the Princess, that
isP There are dangerous rebels in the jungle. Perhaps I
should send an escort to protect your men?”

Ali started at this, but Hassan replied, off-handedly.
“I think that will not be necessary, my lord, for our men
are armed and well-disciplined, and I do not think
your rebels could ambush and attack them with any
success.

“Ah, well, then; tell your master the Prince that he is
welcome to enjoy my hospitality, such as it is, until his
men arrive.

“Ankadrum parabellum Abdul kanawar.”

Ali nodded graciously, wondering if there might not be
someone who could understand the Indian language,
and hoping against hope that their trickery would not
be uncovered. He smiled politely at Abdul, and prayed
inwardly that it did not appear to be as false as the one
he received in return. Karim touched his master’s foot,
and muttered something to him.

“Ah, yes,” said the Red One, turning to Hassan. “If
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you will follow my servant, he will show you your lord’s
quarters.” There seemed to be no alternative but to
obey, and the Captain left to go after the servant. Si-
lence fell. Ali waited for something to happen. Silence
continued. Finally Abdul beckoned the remaining ser-
vant and told him to inform the Princess Latifah that
she must make herself ready for the dance, for he
wished her to entertain his royal guest. Abdul smiled at
Ali, who returned it blandly, and in an aside to Karim
added, “Were this deaf fool not royal it might shame
us for the Princess to dance before him; but it is time
that she received another-reminder that it is my hands
alone which prevent her destruction, and that of Prin-
cess Meriam, when we catch the brat. And in any case,
the dance will distract him while I talk with you. I am
beginning to see a scheme before me.”

Abruptly, as though aware of being impolite, he
bowed slightly to his guest, who exchanged the cour-
tesy, afraid that his empty expression would somehow
reveal the excitement he felt at this last revelation. The
Red One offered a plate of sweetmeats which Ali studied
thoughtfully before accepting one and popping it into
his mouth. His mind was already turning to thoughts of
possible poison attempts. Treachery was about to be
launched into the air, that was sure. He only hoped
that gll;assan would not return prematurely, so that he
could continue to eavesdrop on the intended conversa-
tion and unconcealed confidences of his double-dealing
host.

At this moment the sounds of drum and pipe were
heard and into the hall before them came four musicians,
beating and fluting, who settled down to one side of the
steps, keeping time and melody for the troupe of dancers
who followed. Some twenty dancers filed in, all girls,
as Ali noticed, though half of them were dressed in
male clothing, with their hair hidden beneath the stiff
turbans of the Malay. In the center of the group, which
opened out into a circle, was the veiled figure of a girl.

In a way the dance was a disappointment to Ali, for
it seemed to be nothing more than a formalized national
ritual of some kind, with intricate steps and movements
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which apparently symbolized some courtship myth. The
central figure was graceful and skillful enough, but per-
formed with modesty and discretion. In another way he
was glad of the somewhat boring performance, for the
snatches of conversation he overheard between Abdul
and his henchman provided heady entertainment. Glanc-
ing to see that the guest was properly enthralled by
the dance, Karim began.

“My lord, you are hoping that Prince Ali’s gift to you
will be large?”

“I care not for his presents and gifts; I plan to take
all the wealth he bears!”

“But how will that be possible?”

“If T understand aright—and bear me out in what I
say—then nobody in his own country knows of his visit
to our shores. I take it that this trip here was merely
capricious, and was for water to replace that stored in
leaky barrels, and for provender to replace that which
had rotted.”

“That is as the interpreter related it.”

“Then I will endeavor to persuade this Prince to send
for his ship to come up the river here to ‘Dak Betul, so
that he may board it without the troublesome journey
back through the jungle. And when his ship, his men,
and his wealth are all here, we will sink the one, kill the
other, and make ourselves rich. His father will un-
doubtedly surmise he has been lost at sea.”

“And if he will not be persuaded?”

“I think the Princess Latifah will help us in that.”

Ali could hardly repress a grin of sheer satisfaction.
He had been wondering all along how he might get the
Princess alone, and now it seemed that the opposition
was about to play right into his hands.

The dance was meanwhile coming to an end, and one
of the “males” reached forward and stripped the veil
from the central dancer’s head. As he caught sight again
of that beautiful young face he felt a shock go through
him, and his heart seemed to sing like a plucked harp
string, a thrum of something more than mere desire,
though indeed the girl was desirable enough, with her
coal-black hair now plaited and coiled by each cheek,
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and her loose open-necked overdress falling forward
from her shoulders as she curtsied deeply, to reveal the
upper reaches of her breasts. Rising, she caught Ali’s
eyes upon her, and blushed slightly before disdainfully
turning her head.

Hassan had quietly returned by now, and as he ap-
proached, Abdul told him to inform his master that he
would introduce the Princess Latifah to him. While the
Captain “translated” this, Abdul beckoned to the Prin-
cess who came forward to him with a wariness hardly
apparent.

“My dear, this is the Prince Ali of Bohongistan, from
India. I wish you to show him the courtesies of the
court, and entertain him . . . in any way you think fit.”

Ali stood and bowed to the girl, then muttered to
Hassan, who turned to Abdul.

“Prince Ali wonders whether the Princess could show
him the gardens, sire; he feels a need for fresh air.”

“Certainly, certainly. Latifah, my dear?”

With a reluctance ill-concealed the Princess smiled
at her uncle and at Ali, and waited for the latter to join
her. As Hassdn was about to follow his master, whom
Bakar was alteady joining, Abdul caught at his sleeve
and whispered, “And you may tell your royal master,
oh, discreetly, of course, that should he wish for, let us
say, a more intimate form of female entertainment dur-
ing his stay—perhaps tonightP—then I will gladly pro-
vide him with whatever he desires in that direction.”

Hassan nodded and hastened after the others. As he
caught up, Ali dropped back a pace and murmured,
“I'm anxious to learn something of the rest of our band.
I hope that they are playing their parts without fear
of detection. Later, when we are in the garden, slip
away and check.”

The four walked along several corridors to a doorway
which led them out into what Ali realized was the gar-
den that he had spied into earlier. Through Hassan he
had exchanged pleasantries with the Princess and he
was confident that she thought him no more than a po-
lite and ingenuous nonentity. With a waming gesture he
indicated that the other two should drop behind, and
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meanwhile he continued to stroll with Latifah through
the unelaborate shrubbery until they came near to the
fish pond. As they meandered the girl started to say
something to him, but then, realizing that he could not
understand, pouted in exasperation, the while he smiled
courteously- at her, as though thanking her for her at-
tempted good intentions. They stood alone for a mo-
ment at the pool, the Princess tapping her foot. Then he
could have sworn a grin of devilment swept over her
face, before she glanced to see that they were out of
earshot of the others, then looked at him. Has she
found me out? he wondered.

However, it seemed that the Princess Latifah was in
a mood to assuage her bitterness with some amusement
at the expense of her victim. She pointed to a small
flower growing among the rocks and said, stressing each
separate syllable as though addressing a child, “This—
is—a—palm—tree. Palm . . . tree....”

Repressing a grin of his own, but playing to the hilt
the role he seemed to have been chosen for, he nodded
gravely and repeated, “Palm—tree. Dega. Deeee-gaaa.”

She pointed to a sprig of some grassy plant and
said, “Co-co-nut.”

“Co-co-nut. Mmm, kam-par-i-tan-nil”

With no hint of a smile on her face the girl pointed
to her own body.

“Cat!”

Laughing inwardly at the thought of what would hap-
pen if he expressed his desire for a girl to Abdul the
Red One after this lesson, Ali pretended to misunder-
stand her intention entirely, and made as if to embrace
her. The startled Princess cried “No! Nol” causing Has-
san and Bakar to look sharply at them from across the
garden. Surreptitiously Ali waved Hassan to vanish, look-
ing disappointed and crestfallen for Latifah’s benefit.
He noticed Hassan’s quiet departure and hoped to him-
self that all was well.

It wasn’t until much later, after the action was all
over, that he learned from Hassan what had happened.

Meanwhile, however, he continued to amuse himself

at the expense of the Princess, who herself was intent
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on getting back at him for his earlier miscalculation.
Pointing at a coconut-sized rock, she said, “Your head.”

Ali almost gave himself away by repeating, “My head,”
but he caught himself in time and repeated the phrase
correctly. Then, deciding to take a bolder hand in the
game, he pointed to one of the swimming goldfish and
said, “La-ti-fah!” She glanced at him with a hint of sus-
picion in her voice and repeated the name with a ques-
tioning lilt at the end. As though not understanding the
cause for her note of inquiry he nodded gravely and
said again, pointing to the fish, “La-ti-fahl” She decided
to take this as a compliment of some kind, apparently,
and dutifully simpered, but her expression changed to
one of outrage as he pointed to her back, mimed a fish
flicking its tail, with his hands; then swayed his hips
extravagantly, all the while smiling sweetly at her.
“La-ti-fah!” he repeated, nodding. She turned away,
but not before he had surprised a flash of annoyance in
her eyes. He followed her from the pool and caught
up with her along the p4th.

Attracting her attention he pointed in a circle around
the garden and inquired, “Kindah?”

“That is ‘bo-dy,”” she replied.

“Ah, bo-dy. Mmm.” Then, pointing at himself he
asked, “Kinidah?”

“Oh, that,” she answered immediately. “That is called
‘garden,” ” pointing to her own body.

Ali regarded her with his assumed expression of pa-
tient inquiry, and in Malay said, “You have a very beau-
tiful ‘garden,” and I would be most happy to be its
gardener.”

For a few seconds the remark made no impression
upon her, as she automatically started to work out in
her own mind whether the Prince was talking about
her “garden-garden” or her “body-garden.” Then it struck
her like a blow that the supposed foreign royal dignitary
had just spoken in her own language. Her eyes grew
wide with alarm and astonishment, and her hand flew
up to her burning cheeks as she realized the possible
results of the foolery she had been up to. Ali continued
to gaze at her with his air of bored politeness. Her own
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expression changed to one of fear and, putting her fist
to her mouth, she turned to run, but he caught at her
arm, dragging her to him.

“Fair sport, my Princess. You cannot deny that we
have scored equal points in this little duel?”

“Who . . . who are you, that comes as a stranger, and
reveals himself as two-tongued? Is this another plot of
my uncle’s?”

“Two-tongued, perhaps. And this is a plot against
your uncle, with your assistance. I am truly Prince Ali
of India, but I have set myself to destroy Abdul the
Red One, and to restore the Princess Meriam as ruler
of this country.”

She had regained her composure now, though her
cheeks were pale. She snatched her arm from his grasp.
“You lie! This is another trick of my scheming uncle to
find out whether or not I am loyal to him. Else why
should he warn me to pay special attention to you?”

“Because he plans to use you to hold me here until
he can assassinate mel”

“I cannot believe you!”

Ali was racking his brains for some solution to this
impasse, some proof that he could give this lonely girl
that friends were abroad, when the door into the garden
burst open and Hassan dashed in. Running up to Alj,
with the alerted Bakar close behind, he looked at the
Prince and the Princess, surmised correctly that Ali had
revealed himself to her, and blurted out, “Alil You must
come quickly, and get out of here. We have been sur-
prised in the marketplace, and our men are fighting
with Abdul’s guards!”

THIRTEEN:

When Hassan had first slipped away from the gar-
den (he recounted later to Ali), he had found that their
band had wandered off to the market, no doubt to be
shown off as curiosities to the populace by Abdul’s
guards. Some of them were eating, being introduced
to many “strange” foods by their hosts, and gradually

108



“learning” odd words of the Malay language. As in-
structed they had intimated by gesture that the covering
up of their faces had some religious significance in their
country and now, when they ate, they were careful not
to disarrange their face-cloths.

Hassan had signaled for two of his men to join him,
to learn whether they had picked up any useful in-
formation, and the three sauntered over to the snake
charmer as if intent on his performance. Recognizing the
erstwhile interpreter, one of Abdul's men, the off-duty
guard commander, came pleasantly over, and Hassan
guessed that he, too, was to be mined for information.

It developed, however, that there was no time at all
for such exchanges.

The trouble started casually) The commander, speak-
ing slowly, pointed to the snake_charmer and asked,
“You—like—to—see—this?”

Hassan nodded, not taking a great deal of notice, but,
not to be rebuffed so easily, the other continued, “In—
your—country—you—have—many?”

Hassan nodded again, a little impatiently. But the next
slow remark shook him to the roots. “This—man—comes
—from—your—country!”

The Captain began to sweat, and wondered how in
the name of Allah he could change the subject, or
leave, without arousing any suspicion.

But before he could get a chance to think of some-
thing the friendly commander clutched the sleeve of
his tunic and drew him forward to the snake charmer,
saying to the old man, “Hey, Babu; here is someone
who speaks your language.”

The old man looked up, pleased and startled both,
and burst into a rapid spate of Indian. Hassau attempted
lo stammer out some kind of noncommittal series of
grunts, but the more he nodded and grinned, the more
the Indian continued, until at length the snake charmer
stopped in surprise and indignation. The look of shock
and distaste on his wrinkled visage was such that the
commander looked sharply from one to the other of
them. All might have gone well, perhaps, even then,
but one of the two men with Hassan, sensing the situa-
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tion and too eager for his own good and that of his
companions, dropped his hand to his parang. Despite
Hassan’s warning gesture it was too late; the commander
had seen the instinctive move. With a face shocked into
wide-eyed suspicion the officer tore off Hassan’s face-
cloth and gasped out, “Hassan; the Captain of the
Guard!”

Throwing all caution to the winds now, Hassan bent
quickly, scooped up the basket of snakes, and flung the
whole thing into the commander’s face. Then, drawing
his scimitar, he cried above the sudden-stilled throng,
“For Meriam and liberty! To me, to mel”

At this rallying call the rebels drew their parangs
and backed to Hassan’s side. Luckily Abdul’s men were
partly unarmed, as they were off-duty, but those that
were with weapons greatly outnumbered still Hassan’s
small group. Some of the others from the palace grabbed
up such improvised arms as metal soup-ladles and
vegetable-choppers and joined their comrades in a great
semicircle. Fortunately for Hassan his party was at one
end of the market near the street entrance, in a fairly
open section, while Abdul’s soldiers had to advance
through the still uncomprehending citizens and the hap-
hazard stalls. Quickly deciding that in this case, at least,
attack was the best defense, the Captain led his group
to beyond the first row of stalls and made his line there.

For several minutes the fight raged hot and furious,
with stalls knocked to the ground and the produce un-
der foot. Melons and coconuts rolled treacherously
among the legs of the men, and eggs and vegetables
made the footing even more slippery and insecure.

Chickens, forced from their coops, fluttered in and out
amongst the fighters, and feathers, dust and oaths filled
the air in about equal proportions. With a deafening
clang a stall full of metalware toppled and sank to the
ground, burying a couple of the guards, while another
soldier, with a scream, was knocked into the coffee-
seller’s boiling cauldron. One fellow was sent reeling
into the watching crowd, and in a glimpse between the
wrecked stalls, which by now looked like some storm-
tossed armada grounded on a reef, Hassan saw a town-

110



man’s arm sneak out and hit the hated tyrant’s man
over the head with a copper pot.

Hassan fell back and reformed his thinned ranks a
few feet on the open side of the line of stalls, giving
the enemy just enough encouragement to try to gain
sword-swinging room between his men and the wooden
shambles. There was no hope of final victory, but he
needed time to warn Ali. In a temporary lull he told
the man next to him to hold out where he was for as
long as possible, and then retreat only so far as the end
of the street, and hold that position af all costs till he
returned.

He dashed through the Istana gates, which were not
in sight of the marketplace, and shouted to the curious
gate-keepers that on no account were they to move
from their posts till their master, Abdul, gave the word.
He gave the same message to the guards at the Istana
steps, then sped by the back passages he knew well to
the garden, where he blurted out his message.

Ali thought quickly, while the Princess, for whom
events were moving too fast, stood immobile. Turning
to her he made her face Hassan, whose face-cloth
dangled at his throat.

“Look, Princess, do you recognize Hassan, late Cap-
tain of the Palace Guard?”

“Of course,” she said, startled. “Why, Hassan, what . ..”

Ali had no time to waste. “He is with me. Now do
you believer”

“Yes. . . . I do not understand, but . . . you are in
danger?”

“Right. T had hoped for more time but it seems I
must somehow arrange to come back yet one more time.
For now, I leave you.”

He took her hand and kissed it, then spun on his heel
and was about to dash from the garden when she called:
“Prince Alil I must trust you. If you want to find the
Princess Meriam, tell Hassan to take you to the wood-
cutter’s hut near the great white rock to the north of
the jungle.”

He stared fixedly at her. “Remember, we too must
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trust you. I hope that your information is true. I shall
return here, have no fear, and if you have lied, then . ..”

“The Princess Latifah never liesl”

He made a mock bow and laughed at her. “Only
about gardens and bodies, eh? Well, we shall see. Until
we meet again, may Allah protect youl”

Hassan and Bakar were waiting anxiously near the
garden door, and he was about to join them when a
thought struck him, and he looked back at the rockery
near the pool. On this side of the palisade it came to
within six feet of the top, built up artificially. With a
whistle he called the other two over to his side. Like cats
they scrambled up the rocks, climbed the fence, and
perched on the top, checking to see if the guards were
near.

“You had better disarrange your clothing and claim
that we forced you not to cry out,” Ali called back to
the watching Princess, in a low voice, and then dropped
to the rocks below to join his two companions.

He had hoped that the alarm had not yet been
sounded at the Istana, but as they approached the cor-
ner of the wall they discovered that the sentry on this
beat had deserted it to run to the main gate, where his
fellows were excitedly conferring. There was no other
way to get to the market save past the gate. The three at
first attempted to run in file close to the stockade, so as
to get past the guards before they were seen, but while
they were still some thirty yards short of their goal a
troop of a dozen or so men came out through the gate,
obviously intended as reinforcements and surprise force,
to take Hassan’s band from the rear.

With ululating cries, Ali sprang forward, his sword
out and flashing in the evening sun. With a yell, Hassan
was alongside, his scimitar in his right and his keris
in his left. A glance to his left showed Ali that Bakar,
too, with his great club, was pacing him.

The men at the gate swung around at the shout and
the three companions were upon them almost before
they could draw their parangs. The fierceness of this
surprise attack drove Abdul's men into the jaws of the
gateway itself, and in that compressed space only a few

112



of them at a time could face the three. With Bakar in
the center wielding his knotty timber in vast swooping
circles which made a bay in the shore of blades against
them, Ali and Hassan picked and hacked away at the
headlands. Ali lunged, his sword flick¢ring, keeping the
two who opposed him directly at a respectable distance.
A stamp and a thrust and one of them permanently
dispatched, but in the second it took him to withdraw
his blade, the other sliced at his head, so that he
crouched, off balance. As the too-eager soldier rushed
in for a final blow Ali plucked loose his sword and in
a mighty upthrust took the man through the heart.

The rushing body fell on him and he went down un-
der its dead onslaught, so that two more guards rushed
forward to revenge their comrades. Crash! came Bak-
ar’s club, streaking sideways in his fist. The nearest man
stumbled, unconscious, into the other, and Ali’s sword
was out, in, and out again almost before Bakar had
brought his club back into its regular circular swing.

Bakar had already taken another man on his own
account, and another lay crumpled and still at Hassan’s
feet.

Six of the enemy had fallen in ten times that number
of seconds, and now the remnants of the band drew
back warily, afraid to approach these master killers.
There was a whispered consultation at the end of the
alley leading in from the gate, and one of the men went
off, the remainder standing their ground as though fear-
ful that these three would attempt to storm the palace
by themselves. With little to do but maintain his posi-
tion, Ali debated with himself whether to beat a hasty
retreat or not. Obviously there was no point in enter-
ing the palace grounds again, apart from the fact that
once they were past the alley’s end they could easily be
surrounded. On the other hand, if they just turned
and fled, a volley of spears might soon catch them.
Fortunately spears had not yet been brought into action,
though he remembered Hassan’s recital of his first es-
cape through this very gate.

At the thought of the gate itself, and Hassan’s previ-
ous adventure, his mind began to work in other direc-
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tions. If somehow they could close the gate behind them,
the delay would give them enough time to make good
their escape now. He eyed the wooden leaves as his
hand kept up its continuous thrust-and-cut. Above him
and to the left he could see the ropes which must lead
to the pulleys which operated the gates. These must
work on the principle of sheer gravity. Left alone, the
gates would swing tight shut against an attacker, and
would have to be wound back by the pulleys to be
opened again. His thought was cut short by the sound
of hooves.

From behind the Red One’s men came galloping
three horsemen, and the defenders parted to let the
three animals charge side by side through the slot of the
alley. If before they had allowed themselves to be drawn
into the lure of this same alley, then now they would
have been finished as the great beasts came thundering
down on them. As it was, both Ali and Hassan darted
quickly to the shelter of their neighboring walls, but
with a shock of despair Ali saw that Bakar remained
where he was in the center, crouched down, as if spell-
bound and hypnotized by the charging horses.

Ali closed his eyes sickly against the inevitable death
of his servant and friend but he was forced to open
themn again at the sound of the terrified neigh of a horse.
To his amazement he saw that the giant had sprung up
immediately before the center horse, swinging his club.
At this sudden, unexpected apparition the beast had
reared up, forelegs pawing at the air, but at the same
time decanting its startled rider to the ground behind
it. The two flanking horsemen had gone rushing by, un-
able to do more than control their mounts in the con-
fining space of the alley, and now Bakar flung himself
to one side as the flailing hooves of the riderless horse
came down. As soon as the animal was back on all
fours, the giant took two steps and with a bound threw
himself up onto the saddle blankets, seizing the loose
reins.

All this happened in seconds, and Ali took it in at a
glance. And then the idea hit him and he began to
run, urging Hassan after him. The two remaining horse-
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men had to rein hard and turn their steeds in\a tight
circle to return in their tracks, and as the beasts-were
almost at a halt, Ali and Hassan ran around to the blind
side of the busy riders and leaped up, pulling each man
to the earth. Ali stamped on the throat of his man, catch-
ing at the reins at the same time, then vaulted into the
saddle in time to see Hassan galloping at full stretch
down the road after Bakar, who was himself urging his
newfound mount on to further efforts. Swinging around,
Ali made a brief sortie at the gateway, driving back
those few brave spirits who had dared to attempt exit,
then, standing tall in the rope stirrups of his steed, took
one tremendous slash at the ropes above the gate. As he
lay flat against the neck of his mount and pursued his
comrades down the road he heard the gates fall to with
a resounding crash.

His was the fleeter beast, and he caught up with the
others just before the three of them swept into the
market. Only ten men remained of their original band,
and they had fallen back across the road behind a cou-
ple of stalls that they had collected in their retreat. As
he approached the barrier Ali felt his soul sing with the
thrill of action, speed and danger. He gathered his
mount under him and they went soaring over the ruined
stalls, causing instantaneous confusion among Abdul’s
guards as he landed among them, swinging his sword
like a saber. Hassan came flying over to join him and
they wheeled and wheeled and wheeled again, water-
spouts of steel in the dusty marketplace.

A quick glance showed him Bakar leading the rest of
the rebels off, acting as front flank guard against any
possible reinforcements from the palace. With a shout
to Hassan he changed tactics, turning his mount side-
ways to the enemy, advancing crablike with his sword
weaving in great circles, the Captain doing the same
with his own mount, till the Red One’s soldiers, those
that remained, broke and ran for the comparative safety
of the wrecked stalls further up the square, some of
which were now ablaze. Another shout to Hassan and
the pair was off in retreat, neck and neck through the
air above the barricade, neck and neck, leg to leg up
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the road, then a swing around to the right, straight into
the setting sun, lighting the road ahead of them to
golden, glowing embers of the day, the jungle and the
rest of their weary band before them.

FOURTEEN:

The rest of the party were already changing back
from their hastily prepared uniforms into their usual
minimum forest wear when Ali, Hassan and Bakar, lead-
ing their horses through the dense undergrowth, entered
the clearing. Leaving the beasts on a loose tether to
crop the long grass, the Prince led Hassan to one side.
The young Captain was intent to know the value of the
trip.
“Did you learn anything in the Istana? I learned
nothing except that in armed men alone, Abdul’s con-
tingent outnumbers us, and that although they would be
reluctant to rise in open rebellion at this time, the citi-
zens are for us and the Princess Meriam, against the
uncaring tyranny of the Red One.”

“I'm glad to have my own feelings confirmed. For the
first, I think that our better trained and disciplined
force can safely withstand any onslaught from Abdul’s
men, if we are properly armed, and given only a small
element of surprise. And I think that our little foray back
there in "Dak Betul will encourage the citizens, and may
indeed lead to an increase in recruits to our cause. On
my own part I was able, as you discovered, to bear out
my expectation that the Princess Latifah is wholly with
us. Or at least, one small point will hammer the belief
home for me. Do you know the woodcutter’s hut near a
great white rock to the north of the jungler”

“Why yes; but what of it? It is an uninhabited part of
the jungle, and the woodcutter whom I knew there was
a hermit, trekking into the city but three or four times
a year. But he has been dead these past two years, and
his hut untenanted. Why do you ask?”

“My lady, the Princess Latifah, assured me that Meri-
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am was there; I suppose in the safekeeping of the maid
Saripah you spoke to me of.”

“Saripah! Ye—ess. Now why didn’t I ever think to
look there. I remember having told the wench of the
place.”

“Well, then, I think that so soon as the horses are fed,
watered and rested you had best go and bring Meriam
to our camp. If Abdul suspects that Latifah is sympa-
thetic toward us and has the knowledge she has given
us, then he may try to force her to tell him; and with
Meriam in his hands I fear that we would have to give
up our Cause lest harm befall the child. Yes, you and
Bakar shall take two of the horses and leave from here,
using all due speed and precautions. I will lead the rest
of our band back to the camp, and see what friend
Achmed has been up to in the meantime.”

Later in the day, rested and refreshed, the two men
swung up into their saddles and prepared to leave on
their mission. Before they left, Ali touched Bakar on
the thigh.

“I want to thank you, Bakar, for saving my life, back
there at the battle of the gate. You came here as my
servant only, and I would have expected only faithful
service from you. But you have done more than that—
you have offered more than the body of your service.
From now on you are your own master, and I shall treat
you as a comrade; @ man, rather than my man.”

The giant on horseback looked at him silently, and
Ali was horrified to see that he was close to tears. Then
Bakar reached down, touched the Prince, his ex-master,
lightly on the shoulder, then raised his great club in a
salute before digging his bare heels into his mount’s
flanks and crashing off through the thick brush, followed
by the surprised Hassan.

Ali watched them disappear rapidly among the trees
before throwing himself to the ground, aching for sleep.

As the light from the sun far above him bruised his
eyelids in a warm thrum of peace, something began to
crawl] forward from the back of his mind, an amorphous
shape that he could not define and could not bring into
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clear resolution, for the more he attempted to focus his
consciousness upon it, the more blurred became its out-
line. The wavering vision became an oscillating note
which, as he became more drowsy, clarified into words;
words which he could not make out, syllable by syllable,
but whose intent and content he divined as though by
a process of filtering. He received an impression of
warning, of alarm, of danger impending.

Blurred patches of fantastic dream came to him,
fragments, some related, some irrelevant, some featur-
ing scenes and people he knew, some of a nightmarish
quality populated by creatures whose substance and
meaning were unfamiliar to him, and frightening.

The final shock came to him on awakening, but in
that small stretched second between sleep and full con-
sciousness the beads of dream strung themselves out on
the cord of recollection. . . .

(Bakar and Hassan jog along on horseback, going
along a little-used, hardly defined track in the jungle,
their faces dappled by the shadows of leaves in the
late afternoon sunshine. Hassan whistles a meandering
tune in keeping with the changing rhythms of move-
ment, scene, direction and mood. . ..)

(Latifah, veiled, dancing in the Istana, her move-
ments graceful but restrained, surrounded by a group
of others, the others then fading into the background,
beyond the periphery of vision, while a golden light
glows around her figure which continues to sway but
now has changed to a more sensuous movement that
continues to throb until with a sudden wild downslash
with the hands before her the costume parts, splits,
and floats downward to the floor, leaving her naked and
veiled about the face only, while she returns to swaying
ever so slightly, imperceptibly turning her body around
on the balls of her toes, hands above her head, main-
taining the slow undulations of her body, head now
fallen down upon her shoulders, face upturned, the
cloth of the veil deliberately defining the features con-
cealed, lips parted, her nude body now beginning to
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lose itself among the mysteriously changing display ok
colored lights. . ..)

(Bakar and Hassan riding cautiously out of the jungle
into a large clearing, in which stands a simple hut. A
little girl of about three years of age is playing by her-
self just outside the door, addressing herself to the task
of singing to sleep a crude wooden doll, wrapped in a
piece of cloth. As the horses walk silently across the
padding grass she does not see them, but looks up,
startled but unafraid, as the long shadow of the tall
Bakar falls across her plaything. Her eyes fixed upon
the two visitors, she calls, “Saripah! Saripah! Saripahl
Come see! Two big men here. Come seel Saripah!”

The two men ride toward the long grass at one side
of the hut, dismount, leaving the horses to graze, and
walk back toward the little girl. The urchin-faced Sari-
pah runs out of the door, clutching the Princess up to
her before she looks up to see the men. Meriam squirms
around in her guardian’s arms to look also, still nothing
more than gravely and pleasantly interested, while Sari-
pah’s expression changes from one of alerted wariness
to one of delighted relief as she recognizes the Captain.

“Oh, Captain Hassan! How did you know we were
here, or has some unlucky wind blown you this far from
your duties? I thought that we were buried from the
world here.”

“There would be nothing unlucky about any breeze
which wafted me in your direction, Saripah . . . but it
is no breeze at all that brings me here, but a storm of
protest, of rebellion. I, we, my friend Bakar here and
myself, have come to raise you from your burial ground
and take you with us back to life.”

“Come. Come, both of you; come inside and eat with
us, and tell me what you mean. What rebellion do you
speak of, and where will you take us?”

“Since you have the kindness to invite us, we will
enter and eat, though we do not have time for much
talk before we leave. We are hungry and saddle sore,
and I thank you for myself and on behalf of Bakar here,
who is dumb and cannot thank you for himself.”
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The big man, who has been rolling his eyes in a ter-
rible way at the mock-frightened Meriam, hiding behind
Saripah’s legs, smiles at the girl. As they enter the hut
Bakar gravely offers his finger to Meriam to take, which
she as gravely accepts, going into the place as regally as
if she were on the arm of a Prince. . ..)

(A strange place, a kind of cube, viewed from inside,
looking up, with colors subtly revealed, black for white,
pleasant leaf-greens contorted to violent reds when ob-
served closely. Seen through a filter, as though both
participating and unseen, and observing yet uncon-
scious. Two grotesques leaning over, looking down, black-
clad, black-faced, black-haired.

“Is he gone over yet, Doctor?”

“No, Teri, he is not yet gone over, but he is very near
to being over.”

“How soon do you think it will be?”

“There is absolutely no way of telling how long it will
be, or even if he is to go over at all, as I had hoped you
would by now have known.”

“Yes, Doctor; I suppose I should know. But we have
not had too much experience.”

“No, that’s true. Only ourselves, and that one other.
But do I detect a tone of . . . sadness in your voice?”

“Perhaps a little. He’s such a pleasant and somehow
naturally innocent young man.”

“Now, now, Teri; you know as well as I do that senti-
mentality has to be viewed correctly, and properly evalu-
ated in any situation. If he goes over, you know, as do I,
that he will be no more deprived or exalted than he
would be here. And if he does not go over, if he does
not meet a real or suspicioned-real personality or situa-
tion over there, then he will return here exalted indeed,
but with a counterbalanced deprivation when he sets up
his mind’s comparison of this and that reality.

“Just at this moment, as the equipment recording his
reactions shows, he is balanced on the watershed, and
his river of reality can run either way. It will take just
that one meeting, that one little incident, to make there
more real to him than here. If his transferred personality
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remains as true to itself as the profile I designed indi-
cated, then he should have already begun to feel over
there; to experience emotions far deeper than the crude
instinctive reactions of instantly provoked anger and
absurdly initiated humor. His physical self is of course in
full command over there, with no responses on this side
to stir it. At this stage his intellect should now begin to
operate on that side, so that only his emotions cause the
balance to waver this way or that.

“And once an awareness of the there reality impinges
on his three parts at once, then he will be wholly gone
over.

“And still he barely sleeps here, and dreams there.”

“Or sleeps there, and dreams here. . ..")

(Riding back through the jungle, Bakar has Meriam
mounted before him, standing upright on the padded
blankets that form the saddle, leaning back into his
strong arms, her curly head nestled into his chin. On
the other horse Saripah is likewise mounted before Has-
san, sitting on the blanket pad, seated sidewise, her
pretty, barefoot legs swinging gaily to the movements
of the animal. She looks slyly up at him, as he sits easy
and tight, reluctant, apparently, to take advantage of the
situation, and ignoring the warm fragrance which must
drift to him from her hair, which flickers occasionally
against his breast and brushes his cheeks.

Meriam is fascinated by the dumb Bakar and prattles
relentlessly, turning to him for confirmation of some
point she is making, while he in turn is pleasantly and
rather proudly embarrassed by her admiration. He winks
at her and she throws her arms around his huge-sinewed
neck. He shrugs helplessly as Hassan catches sight of
the byplay and bursts into laughter, bringing a warm
smile of liking for the gentle giant to the otherwise pert
[ace of Saripah. ...)

(An awakening from a sleep to find in his arms a
curiously strange girl with oddly shaped eyes, his atten-
tion distracted by the sight of weird objects of unknown
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use furnishing a background to a disturbingly . . . un-
familiar? . . . room...

. . and a memory of long blonde hair, peculiarly un-
natural but not unbeautiful, falling across his face in
the night . . .

. . and a maelstrom of sensations, whirling him in-
ward to a blue and placid sea lying at the center of a
black and golden storm in which memories were cast
up and capsized . ..

. . . including an awakening to the prodding of a spear-
shaft of sun on a morning yesterday? yesteryear? yester-
when? in a hauntingly remembered bed . ..

. . in which never had slept in his arms a Princess
black-haired, liquid-eyed as the houries, scented of jas-
mine and skinned in warm, dark velvet; or a golden-
haired girl so soft and white and fair of body that the
glow of her health seemed to have as its emanation a
clean yet pure yet never sterile essence . . .)

Part Three: The Emperor’s Butterfly
ONE:

. . . AND THEN the long-stemmed, brightly-colored flowers
of the dreams bobbed and bowed disturbed in the
breeze of another awakening (what day that follows
what night?) on a cool dawn in which the sun had not
yet burned off the mists, all rose-pink and pearly and
translucent, sparkling and invigorating. . ..

Round the glowing embers of the main campfire some
of our men were already gathered, speaking little, speech
still stumbled by the night, waiting for water to boil,
wiping dew from their weapons, stretching their hands
out to the warmth. It took me a few seconds to realize
where I was, my mind being a little confused after the
heavy sleep into which I had fallen, but here 1 was,
right enough, back at our base camp, with surly old
Achmed over there with his particular cronies. I won-
dered again just how trustworthy he was. I had only
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been back in camp for a day, for since I had sent Hassan
and Bakar on their mission I had sent two of our men
into the city of ‘Dak Betul again to see what impression
our fight had made on the citizenry, and they had re-
turned with glowing reports of our risen popularity, and
with a dozen or more recruits, all of whom I had to
study and examine for signs of possible treachery before
allowing them to accompany us back to the camp.

I'd had a hard day trying to teach them the rudi-
ments of my way of fighting, and I'd hoped to sleep late
that morning but what had woken me up, apparently,
was the challenge of one of our guards—“Who comes?”

I came quickly to my feet and strode over to the en-
trance. As I'd expected, it was Hassan and Bakar re-
turned, and they came into the camp leading their
horses, with a little girl and a maiden sitting on the
backs of the animals. Oddly enough the faces of the two
girls seemed somehow familiar, but I couldnt track
down the elusive memory as I walked the short distance
toward them. As I came up they halted and while Has-
san handed the maid down, gentle Bakar lifted the little
girl and sat her on his broad shoulder, where she looked
around curiously at our rough group, who had begun to
wander over. Two of them led the horses aside to where
my own was grazing, while Hassan made the intro-
ductions.

“This is the Princess Meriam, Prince Ali.” (For so he
now called me, since our adventure into the city, mock-
ing but uncertain.) I dropped to one knee before her
as she sat above Bakar’s great head.

“Welcome to our camp, Your Highness.”

The chit carried herself well, as a Princess should,
and looked down at me with a depth of expression and
gravity that would have served an aged monarch proud,
and said, with that clarity of tone common to true
royalty and wandering actors, “I thank you, Prince Al.
It is good of you to assist me. Our country will honor
your heroes.”

Then she rubbed her eyes sleepily, for even Prin-
cesses of the blood are not immune to the effects of long

journeys and short nights.
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Hassan introduced the maid Saripah to me, and she
acknowledged me with an appraising eye and a brief
curtsy. A wench with a mind of her own, and not some
servile servant, I decided. She reached up to lift the
Princess down, and Bakar dropped to one knee to help
her, and remained there as Saripah held her in her
arms. I looked at Bakar, startled for a moment, then
noticed a stillness in the camp, and turned to see that
every man of them, old and young, rebel and bandit,
rascal and zealot, was down on his knee, in honor of
Meriam, their Princess and Queen-to-be. Every man
except Achmed, 'that is, but he abruptly and obse-
quiously dropped as he caught my eye. I pointed out to
Hassan the small hut of fresh branches we had built
yesterday for the shelter of Meriam and her maid, and
he took Saripah and her charge over to it, and nobody
rose until they were out of sight, and then they burst into
such a babble of sound that I had to turn on them and
order them to be quiet lest they disturb the sleep of the
little Princess.

I waited for Hassan to return and then strolled with
him over to the fire, for the morning was still chill on
my naked chest, but the shivers I felt were more for the
joy of living than of cold, I swear. The green-wood smoke
of the branches newly flung on the fire teased the nos-
trils, and the odors of bubbling, boiling, and spitting pots
and pans added themselves like a profane incense. With
my arm around Hassan’s shoulder I congratulated him
on the quick and successful outcome of his trip, and he
assured me that he and Bakar had met with no un-
toward incident at all. I told him of the new recruits we
had garnered while we waited for one of the men to
prepare some food for us.

“Yes, we're going to need all the men we can get, my
Prince. We may have enough for a quick skirmish, but
even if the population as a whole is on our side, we
need more trained fighters if we are to even hope to
destroy Abdul the Red One and his men.”

Bakar had followed the Princess to her shelter, and
now he returned, accompanied by Saripah, who looked
as fresh as a fancy despite the long journey, and who



now went over to lend a hand to the cook. T struck
Bakar on the thigh as he squatted by me, a gesture
which told him, I think, better than any thousand words
I could have conjured up, how pleased I was with him.

Hassan continued in his pessimism. “Even with a
larger force of trained men the city is too large and
open for us to lay siege, and in spite of the ease with
which you got us into the grounds that night, and last
time, the Istana itself can be easily defended, and will
be, now that the Red One is aware of our existence.”

Naedless to say I had been thinking about this very
problem, and told him so. “We have to use minds
where we lack men, Hassan. Now, I have a plan which
I am certain will lead to success in the end; but to
achieve it means that we must somehow make our way
once again into the Istana secretly. Just this one time
more. And, as you say, it will be heavily guarded now,
and the guards will not easily be fooled as they were
the last time. I think we outstayed our welcome then,
but somehow we must think of a way to get in there.”

Surprisingly it was Saripah who replied to this, the
while handing us bowls of hot rice, meat and vege-
tables. “I'm sure I know of a way we can enter, Prince.
But how many people will need to go inside—the least
number possible?”

“Are you to be our master-planner, sister Saripah?
Welcome to our council. If you indeed have a way, then
I think only myself, Hassan, and Bakar need attempt
it. And possibly not even Bakar, since he is so outstand-
ing in any company.”

“You will need to take me, as your guide. In fact, I
will be indispensable.”

Hassan (I noticed the rogue pressing her hand) broke
in. “But, Ali, that means you will be leaving Achmed in
charge here again. And with the Princess Meriam un-
guarded. Except by Bakar, of course.”

I had worried about this myself, but wanted to know
how the others felt, and received my answer, for there
was doubt and dismay in my Captain’s voice, and
Bakar growled in his throat and shook his great head.
I waited while Hassan explained the situation regarding
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Achmed briefly to Saripah, and then spoke. “Yes, you
are right, of course. Now that we have the Princess
here it could be dangerous, and it would be unwise to
tempt Achmed with the possible prize of reward by
Abdul, even if he has decided to remain loyal to us so
far. Supposing that on this trip we leave Bakar here
alone to guard Meriam, while you, Hassan, appoint a
deputy to run the camp routine in our absence. Achmed
will come with us so that we can keep an eye on him.”
The others agreed to this and we leaned forward to
listen to Saripah’s plan to take us inside the palace.

TWO:

Those coffee-drinkers, vendors and customers in the
marketplace of 'Dak Betul who were not too dulled by
eminent misery and despair might have noticed, had
they raised their eyes on a certain afternoon some days
later, four humble women making their way quietly
across one corner of the square in the direction of the
Istana gate. Had they been even more interested and
taken the trouble to follow the four on their way they
would have seen the four go past the main entrance at a
slightly quickened pace, and continue along the outer
wall, around the corner, and down toward the river
bank, where a smaller side entrance served to handle
the petty business of the palace. Closer observation
would have revealed that while two of the women were
a little over average height, and the fourth taller still,
these three in particular walked, despite their sturdy
build, in a clumsy, over-delicate way, mincing along
beneath their bent and somewhat crooked backs. Only
one, seemingly the youngest, moved with a normal and
modest grace, and she it was whose face was less
veiled, and whose head scarf was pushed back to dis-
close her fine hair and high brows in contrast to her
companions, who were heavily shaded and covered
against the sun.

It was as well that there was no such particular per-
son that afternoon, for Hassan and Achmed and I could
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hardly have stood so subtle a study, though Saripah
went boldly and unafraid. I cursed the cumbersome
clothes that skirted my legs, even though they success-
fully curbed the length of my stride, and I gave thanks
inwardly that the Malay costume of a wide-bottomed
tunic disguised the lack of femininity and girlish parts
of myself and my two companions. Saripah, to Hassan’s
ill-concealed annoyance, had chosen to costume herself
in the other type of Malay dress, with the skintight,
low-necked baiju that covered her from shoulder to hip,
with a tight tube of brightly woven batik-designed
sarong below.

Two guards secured the safety of the small arch which
led to the back of the Istana grounds, and as we ap-
proached them Saripah let her own veil drop a little at
one side to disclose her smooth cheek and gay eye. Ap-
parently one guard was gossiping with his comrade on
his master’s time, for as we drew nearer he sauntered
off toward the river as though on a beat. I was relieved
mightily by this, for part of the success of our strategem
would depend on having one guard fully taken up in
observation of Saripah while we other three would
cause no notice,

“Who comes?”

“lI am Laila, and these are Fatimah and Hasnah and
Isnani. We are washer-women and needle-women, and
we were told that the Princess Latifah has need of us.”

As Saripah spoke the guard rubbed his jaw, ponder-
ing, but then she put her finger on a tear in his tunic,
under the arm.

“Perhaps tonight, when you are off duty, I might be
able to repair your tunic. .. ?”

The fellow’s face llghted up like a man who has lost a
stone and finds a diamond in his search for it.

“Very well, then, enter. But make sure you seek me
out tonight!”

He winked at her and touched his lips to her hair, and
I heard Hassan growl in his throat, but I quietly
stamped on his foot. It is remarkable how a sharp and
sudden pain in one portion of the anatomy can cancel
out a greater but duller one elsewhere.
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We walked quickly in, with but scant notice taken of
our rearguard three, moments before the fellow’s com-
panion returned from the river. As we walked across
the back courtyard of the place, Hassan muttered:
“If any needle-woman is to repair his clothes tonight, it
will be this one. And he is likely to have a couple of
extra holes here and there about him that will be be-
yond the skill of any seamstress I've met!”

Saripah, who was still a girl in spite of her brightness,
could not forbear to giggle foolishly at this, and I had
to laugh myself, until I trod on the hem of my con-
founded skirts, stumbled, and cursed, which made Sari-
pah giggle again. Achmed had said practically nothing
ever since we had started the adventure, still mutinous
at his temporary emasculation, and with no liking for
the chances we were taking, I guessed.

We fell silent as another soldier strolled from the
direction of the side-door leading from the garden to
the palace, by which we had intended to enter, but he
headed us off by calling: “Hey, you women. If you want
work, go around to the back where the kitchens and
workrooms are!”

We didn’t argue with him, we just went as he di-
rected, holding our skirts daintily above the mud of the
yard.

Saripah led us swiftly into a corridor which circum-
navigated the busy work area, and hailed a maid whom
she recognized as one of the Princess Latifah’s, and in-
structed her to tell her mistress that four women were
seeking work from her, requesting audience. As the
maid moved away we followed at a slower pace, so that
when she came out of Latifah’s private rooms she was
surprised to find us waiting there. With a toss of her
head and a shrug of her shoulders she threw open the
door, and would have followed us in, but that Hassan
closed the door in her face.

Latifah, too, seemed somewhat surprised at this sud-
den invasion, for she looked up, startled, from some
embroidery work she was engaged in. Her face was as
beautiful as I had remembered it, though there were
signs of strain whitening her soft brown cheeks, and
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pulling at the corners of her large eyes. I advanced on
her and swept off my headdress and veil.

“Prince Ali of Bohongistan at your service, Princess;
though on this visit, it pains me that my robes lack a
certain royalty.”

“Prince Alil Oh, I had not thought that you would
have been able to return.”

“Well, I have, happy to say. Here is Hassan, your
Captain and mine, and this is Achmed, my deputy. This
of course is Saripah, whom you already know.”

I was glad to see that Latifah was truly noble, in that
she took our fair companion’s hand in friendship and
pleasure, with no hint of patronage.

“So, Saripah, you have delivered the Princess Meriam
over to our friends. Is she in good health?”

“Yes, Princess, and babbles on about you constantly.”

I could see that this was likely to develop into a
womanish gossip session of interminable length unless I
took a firm hand so, endeavoring to avoid brusqueness,
I interrupted.

“We have a lot to discuss, and little time in which to
do it. I want Hassan and Saripah to sound out, if they
can do it discreetly, the palace servants, and make out
who is likely to be loyal to our cause.”

“Right, my lord. Saripah, you had best take the Cap-
tain to the laundry. You know where it is.”

The girl nodded, and she and Hassan adjusted their
veils carefully before leaving. I followed them to the
door, with Achmed.

“Achmed, you stay outside the door here, and wam
us if anyone comes. Try to look humble, man, confound
it! Youre a poor old washer-woman hoping for a few
drops from the royal washtub!” I set his veil up for him
so that he looked a little less like a witch, and left him
to it, closing the door firmly as I went back to the Prin-
cess.

“Latifah, we have to talk, and I wish first to apologize
for being doubtful of you. I am thankful that I can trust
you, and believe that you will be willing to do the same
for me.”

“I would be thankful if only to find a friend in this
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benighted, iniquitous, greed-serving house of my fami-
ly’s shame.”

Now that our band was split up, and while 1 was
talking with Latifah, several things were happening,
some of which I learned at a later time, and some which
I had to reconstruct from the subsequent actions of
others. I judge it to be more convenient for the sake of
this tale if I recount them now as they occurred.

For instance, Achmed must have listened at the door,
and, when he judged that the Princess and I were deep
in conversation and likely to be so for some time, made
off up the corridor leading to the inner part of the pal-
ace.

Meanwhile Latifah swore again to help us in every
way, and it did me good to see the fresh blood of hope
revivify her wan cheeks. But hope and earnest endeavor
were not going to be good enough to help us defeat
the Red One. As I said to her: “The only trouble is that
I don’t see yet how you can assist us. The guards at the
gate must be distracted so that our men, fewer in num-
ber but better trained, can enter. It is impossible to
either mount a siege or attack the walls. And it must be
over quickly, else Abdul might hold you as hostage. On
the other hand, but for similar reasons, it is impossible
that you should come with us, for your absence from the
Istana would leave no cards in the Red One’s hand, and
he would merely have to order all his men to hunt us
all down and destroy us, finding all his course’s ob-
stacles neatly packaged in one group. And it seems to
me that if we all exiled ourselves outside the country
then Abdul would be free to travel to the utmost limits
of tyranny, which would do no good to the citizens of
this country. The only solution is that we attack, soon
and sharply, and ensure that we are the victors.”

“There must be a way. Let us think together.”

I took to walking up and down the room, my skirts
kilted above my knees, a very unromantic hero in ap-
pearance, I dare swear, and unsuited to play opposite
the lovely heroine whose presence both inspired and
distracted me. Which I told her in so many words, bring-
ing color of another source to her cheeks. She seemed
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disturbed at my boldness, but I flatter myself that my
remark was not entirely unwelcome.

While we two were thinking both public and private
thoughts, Saripah and Hassan were doing their bit to
aid the Cause.

They came down the steps into the laundry area at
the back of the palace, a crude lean-to occupied by two
maids and a loafer, who had apparently nothing better
to do than to sit on a trestle against the wall and chew
grass, making no move to help the others as they strug-
gled with the steaming washtubs and acres of wet
clothes which had to be hung from the bamboo poles
running across the ceiling and out over the yard. As
Saripah stepped forward one of the maids looked up
inquiringly.

“A very good day to you, sisters. Is this the laundry?
Well, the Princess Latifah sent us down here to help,
since we are in need of work and sustenance in these
hard times.”

The woman pointed to a heap of soiled sarongs and
tunics on the ground in one corner and grumbled out a
reply. “Well, we can always use some help. The lordly
gentleman over there, lounging at his ease, is supposed
to be helping us, but he is too occupied with his own
thoughts, it seems, to be of much assistance.”

This aroused absolutely no denial or comment even
from the idler, but the woman’s companion could not
forbear to add her own share of lather to the tub.
“Hmph! It’s a wonder he takes the trouble to come here
at all. Just a pure nasi tambar, that fellow, who eats out
of other people’s rice bowls!”

No interest whatsoever vouchsafed on the part of the
nasi tambar.

Saripah and the disguised Hassan said nothing to this,
but went over to the pile of clothes and started to sort
them out. Nasi tambar pushed himself negligently away
from the wall and sauntered over to them. “Don’t be-
lieve what they say, my dears. I'm always willing to help
real ladies.”

So saying he put his arm casually around Saripah’s
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shoulders, but let out a sudden yelp as the weight of
Hassan, transmitted through the latter’s leg, descended
on his toes. Our Captain was immediately apologetic,
in a falsetto kind of way. “Oh, I'm so very sorry. Here,
let me see your poor foot.”

Before the fellow had put his foot to the floor, Hassan
seized him by the ankle and lifted it as though for
closer inspection, with the result that the fellow tottered
off balance and then fell heavily into a pile of steaming
hot linen fresh from the tub. The two maids paused in
their work to laugh out loud, while Saripah merely
looked properly solicitous, as Hassan, a human structure
composed entirely of clumsy thumbs, succeeded in thor-
oughly damping the other’s person and enthusiasm by
swathing him, in a helpful manner, of course, in yards of
cloth, damp, steamy, and frustrating. The while he con-
tinued to splutter and fight to unwind himself, the more
his friendly helper clucked sympathy and attempted
aid. Finally he managed to throw off the ministrations
of his commiserating helper and disentangle himself,
walking warily to his seat against the wall, subdued
and diluted. Hassan and Saripah, exchanging satisfied
looks, attended to their task of sorting.

Conjecture and induction. The Red One was lying
asleep on his divan when there came a disturbance at
the door. Irritably, as only a despot can be irritable,
he opened his eyes and swung himself up into a sitting
position as the door opened to disgorge the apologetic
and fearful presence of a guard.

“Salaam, Sire. I would not have disturbed you, Sire,
but...”

“But! But what? Is the jungle aflame? Is the town in
ruins? Are the trumpets of the Day of Judgment sound-
ed? What great event has given you the courage to
disobey my order and to wake me?”

“None of these things, Sire, but . . . only . . . this
washer-woman, this washer-woman who insisted on see-
ing you, Sire.”

I am a man more of action than of words, but I wish
I were the latter, that I might paint for your mind but
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a mere sketch, a small representation, a skeleton of the
masterpiece of pure silence that must have existed for
the next several seconds in that room.

“A  washer-woman. A washer-woman! A washer-
woman! The laundry, perhaps, is short of its weekly
supply of soap? The river has dried up and there is no
more water for washing? All the garments in the palace
have miraculously been transmuted to gold? Well?”

The guard, no doubt wishing that praise should fall
where it deserved, unceremoniously reached behind him
and threw forward a veiled and clumsy female figure
which promptly sank to its knees, salaamed in a bass
voice, and ripped off its headdress.

“My lord! T pray forgiveness for the intrusion, but I
believe you will pardon—nay, even welcome—the inter-
ruption, when you learn who I am, and the reason for
my disguised visit.”

“And who are you, that is so bold to make this claim?”

“I am known as Achmed the Bandit, Sire.”

“Good news indeed! Guard, seize him and dispatch
him forthwith. His capture and end will indeed be
worth the price of his rude intrusion upon me, whatever
brainless purpose caused it.”

As the soldiers ran forward, called by the guard in
the corridor, Achmed however looked up into the
orange-browed eyes of Abdul, and spoke but five words.
“Meriam, Prince Ali, the rebels.”

“Stay, let the dog bark awhile.”

“I have not come to attack you, nor yet to offer my
life, but yet risking it in your behalf. The rebels plan to
kill you, as they would me if they knew of my presence
here. Hence my disguise. I have come to tell you the
whole plan.”

“Very well. Guards, stand outside the door and be
ready for my call. You, Achmed, explain yourself, but
come no closer.”

The soldiers saluted, bowed, and withdrew, closing
the doors behind them, sealing away the conspirators.

In the laundry work went on apace, though little
cnough of it was being produced by Hassan, who was
133



incompetent, or by the nasi tambar, who was unin-
terested. He had dried himself out and warmed up his
daring, edging closer to Saripah, but not without a wary
glance at her strange companion, who professed to ig-
nore him.

“Your big friend is too rough for me. I like girls who
are neat, and small, like yourself, dainty in their ways.”

At this point Hassan (as he told me later) was about
ready to throw aside all caution but a kick in the ankle
from Saripah reminded him that we were all making
sacrifices for the sake of the Cause, and this was to be
his. His pert partner was well enough in charge of the
situation, anyway.

“Oh, sir, you mustn’t flatter me like that. I am un-
worthy of your attentions, a fine figure of a man like you,
and handsome, too. You tempt me to break my prom-
ises.

The speech drew snorts of what were probably con-
tempt from the two maids, and some mumbled bene-
dictions from Hassan, but in his conceit the loafer prob-
ably took these signs as indications of agreement. But,
a modest fellow at heart, he ventured nothing beyond:
“You rate me too highly, my dear—though I must say
that you are not alone in your opinion, and in the face
of such agreement who am I not to say that you might
have to go a long way indeed before meeting such an-
other. But—who is this to whom you have rashly made
promises, whom you seem to compare so ill favorably
with myself?”

“Oh, and you are unpretentious, too. A girl would be
lucky to be rewarded with even a small portion of your
attention. And no doubt you are brave, also, and would
brook no rival’s interference. But best that I not disclose
his name to you, for he is deserving of some small sym-
pathy, and is, perhaps, though some might argue, too
young to die.”

“Oh well; you know-a gentleman would do anything
for his fair lady, as I would fight to the very death for
your honor—in your honor, I should say. But if it comes
to that, be assured that, in my magnanimity and for your
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sweet sake, I would spare his life. Come now, my

blossom, reveal his name. Do I know him?”

. Oh, what a pretty fluttering of eyelashes it must have
eenl

“You may indeed have heard of him, fine gentleman
that you are, for he is well known throughout the coun-
tryside; and I thought then that I was lucky above all
others in attracting his attention, if even for a space—
but that was before I met you. Are you acquainted with
Abdul the Red One?”

Like a pebble dropped into a pool, this innocent re-
mark caused reactions far beyond its immediate point
of impact, for while the nasi tambar walked slowly
backward away from Saripah, gulping out: “Ab . . . dul
...the...Red...One...?" Hassan observed that the
two maids spat surreptitiously and glanced uneasily at
each other and at Saripah. In his shock the poor idler
did not notice that he was but a few yards from, and
rapidly moving toward, his late helper in times of trou-

le.

Saripah nodded brightly and clapped her hands.
“You do know him! Then you must be aware of all
his weaknesses, and can challenge him to a fight!”

“Ch-ch-ch-challenge! He’d kill me, poison me, exe-
cute me, stab me, beat me, strangle me, murder me—if
he thought that I had even dared so much as to think of
interfering with his plans.”

He backed up against the disguised Hassan and, tak-
ing a startled look over his shoulder at that silent figure,
the abject fool threw himself down on his knees, hands
clasped in supplication toward Saripah. “Don’t tell him,
mistress, if you speak truth. Please, I implore you, don’t
torment me. He’s so wicked he’d have me thrown into
the river at a mere suggestion, a hint, a dreamed sus-
picion that I had dared . . . oh, what am I saying? If you
tell him only that I said that, he would torture and kill
Ine!”

Hassan noticed that the two maids were suddenly
intensely absorbed in their work. Saripah was wide-
cyed. “You don’t admire Abdul the Red One, then?”

“No, of course not. He and his crew are hated by all
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here in ‘Dak Betul. Oh-oh-oh-oh, whatever am I saying
to you, his mistress!”

At this point Hassan stepped forward and clamped
his heavy hand on the other’s shoulder. Eschewing his
disguised voice he said, “No, not Abdul’s, but mine.”

Well, after they had thrown an ewer of water over
the fellow’s head, and revived him, and convinced him
that Saripah was no houri in Paradise, he managed to
sit up, still spluttering. Hassan dropped his veil. “Come
on, you knave; if you are but an eighth part of the man
you blow yourself up to be, you can be of assistance to
us. We plan to destroy Abdul, and restore the Princess
Meriam rightfully to power.”

Saripah glanced over at the two thunderstruck maids.
“Will you help us?”

“Why, yes; the poor child should have her rights.”

“Aye, perhaps the likes of us will gain some rights of
our own, and not be trodden underfoot by this orange-
headed bastard, Abdul.”

Hassan caught the nasi tambar’s eye. “And you?”

“Ye-yes, if there are other than your two selves, and
your words are not as empty of meaning as . . . as mine
but recently were.”

“Well spoken, indeed! There is more to you than I
had thought! But, think you there are many of like
mind in the palace?”

“All who have not newly been brought in by the ty-
rant to lord it like roosters over the rest of the barnyard
here.”

“It is well. First, then, let us finish washing this dirty
linen before taking care of the greater stains upon this
country’s honor. We will talk of this later.”

As they returned to the job, even the loafer taking a
cautious hand in the supervision of the maids’ work,
Saripah, without turning her head, murmured to Has-
san: “So, I am already your mistress, it seems, my bold
Captain?”

The good Captain was not one whit abashed, but
replied, “Well, I had hoped to lay the matter before
you in a more reasonable way, and at a more appropriate
time, but...?
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He was rewarded by a toss of the hair, the shrug of
a shoulder, and the sight of a raised eyebrow. Sighing
deeply he applied himself to the task of wringing out
some rather delicate-looking pieces of lace material,
whose purpose seemed entirely feminine and the hand-
ling of which seemed a long way indeed from the nor-
mal tasks to be expected by a Captain of the Palace
Guard.

At about this time Achmed must have been receiving
from Abdul the first solid fruits of his treachery, I im-
agine. He took the bag of gold coins in his usual obse-
quious way, I suppose, while his paymaster smiled in
anticipation. “This is welcome news indeed that you
bring me, Achmed. This is for your present information,
and there will be more, and of course a pardon, for
your future assistance. Now I will go and give orders for
the capture of this impudent false Prince and his help-
ers, and the immediate imprisonment of the honey-
tongued Princess Latifah.”

But as he started to go toward the door Achmed had
the temerity to seize his gown. “No, my lord, do not do
this. To do so would be but to capture the head, but to
leave the tail of this serpent. And such a serpent may
very well grow a new head, if you cannot force the
capture of the Princess Meriam, even if I lead you to
her. Give me a talisman that will admit me at all times
to your presence, and be my protection from your men,
and I will deliver not only this Prince Ali, but Princess
Meriam and all the rebels, their followers!”

The Red One considered this for 2 moment.

“I trust you no further than you can throw that bag
of gold, but my arm is long. Here, take this ring. It will
keep you safe from danger on the part of my men, until
such time as I may have cause to tell them to seek out
its wearer and destroy him. Now, tell me of your plan.”

Plans were afoot and even underfoot that day in the
Istana, but I knew nothing at the time other than of
those my Princess and I had concocted.

Achmed saved himself then by a fraction of chance,
for he was returning to his post, moving stealthily down
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the corridor when I opened the door from the Princess’
chamber and backed out, still talking. Which I admit
was foolish of me, but then love has a way of prolonging
farewells.

“So we shall follow your suggestion, Latifah. Look
forward to my return, and pray that it will be quick
and sure.”

“I shall; and I will, my Prince.”

I closed the door and turned to see where Achmed
had gotten himself to, inding him at my elbow, which
had been vacant a moment before. “Where have you
been?”

“I was away for but a few seconds, Ali. I thought I
heard a footfall around the corner, but I was mistaken,
for the way is clear.”

“Let us seize our chance, then. Let’s collect the others
and return to the camp. I have learned enough here,
and have designed the move which will upset the heavy
foot of the tyrant.”

And so we went out of that place, all four of us.

THREE:

It was good to feel a horse between my legs again,
becoming part of sheer animal strength and agility, com-
bined with wits and skill, one great organism spinning
the world around beneath our feet, my mount and I.
The fresh morning air hummed in a scented breeze past
my ears and against my breast, each hair on my body
alive and tingling to the thrill of existing. I had gal-
loped ahead of the others, too dull in the early day to
urge their mounts past a mile-consuming steady trot.
I also wanted to test the efficiency of our sentries, now
that the possibility of active search by the Red One was
no minor one. And sentries at this hour of breaking fast
are notoriously lax.

But our men were well tutored, for I was challenged
from the undergrowth beside the glade in which I rode,
several yards before the camp would come to sight, and
I congratulated the man. I told him to hold my horse
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while I went ahead on foot, intending to sneak through
the brush and come upon the camp unobserved. I failed
in this, however, and was all but speared by an over-
zealous recruit who at first did not recognize me; but
eventually I crept over the rise surrounding the camp,
not suffering any other hindrances on the way.

I lay behind some rocks and surveyed the area, some
men still asleep, and few of the others inclined to any
strenuous activity. Immediately below me, though, the
Princess Meriam was as full of vitality as a flea on a
kitten, busy with the bedevilment of my faithful Bakar,
who had perhaps been dragged from his bed untimely,
but in no whit annoyed. The child had promoted her-
self in her regality, and was playing at being Queen, no
less, with Bakar in the role of all her subjects, fulfilling
this and that task of childish queenship for her. At last
his loyalty was rewarded, for she summoned him before
her, he advancing on his knees, grinning slavishly, until
she held her hands above his head, which was much
bowed to assist her.

“I name you my Chief Protector and Provider of
Entertainment!”

She held the stiff pose of royalty as long as she could,
while the giant, looking suitably awed and grateful, re-
mained on his knees before her; then her mood changed,
as she begged him to dance for her. Within my recol-
lection I have seldom seem a sight more ludicrous than
that which then presented itself, of the tall, barrel-
chested, mighty-muscled, tree-legged Bakar, naked to
the waist, his grizzled, seamed and rough-hewn face
clenched all together in an apprehension of concentra-
tion, shuffling like some great Himalayan bear to the
piping lilt of the young Princess, with his hips undulating
to about the same degree as would those of a buffalo-
surfeited python in like circumstances. Even his normally
enraptured audience found something less than desired
in his performance, for she put her hands on her hips
and looked up at him, frowning, as he towered over her
like some genie from the Thousand-and-One-Nights.
“That’s not the way, Uncle Bakar. Like this. Watch!”

And as the benevolently beaming and besotted Bakar
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paused to observe her she broke into a little dance of
her own, singing the while an innocent song of what she
would do when she would be Queen, indeed. Falling
into the pattern of the Malay joget, where the dancers
must not touch, and where one sets the rhythm and the
steps, while the other follows impromptu and instan-
taneous, Bakar placed his massive paws as did she her
small ones, and the two turned and swayed as merry
and sober as ants in sugar. By now some of my wastrels
had bestirred themselves enough to catch sight of the
display, and had gathered around in an admiring circle,
clapping time with their hands, and even pairing off in
partnership with the dance. They were interrupted by a
shout from the forest—“Achmed and Hassan return!”

Bakar swept Meriam up into his arms, seated her on
his broad shoulders, and strode off to the entrance, fol-
lowed by the gang. I let myself down over the rocks
onto the greensward and went over to where the ecstatic
Princess was busily relating her prattle to Saripah. Ah,
to see the world again through a child’s eyes, and to
find it as honest and stable, utterly true and sharply
defined, existing only as the plaything and delight of the
child who observes.

Later in the afternoon, when we had rested, I was
taking my ease in the sun, letting the heat slip down
between my muscles, my eyes closed. I overheard Sari-
pah telling the Princess a story which she had learned at
some time from a wandering Chinese trader, from that
great and mysterious land to the north. It scems that
there was once a merry and sage Emperor who de-
lighted in evolving paradoxes for the confusion of his
contemporaries. One day, or so he had told his courtiers,
he was dozing in his pleasure-garden, watching a
brightly painted butterfly undecided and unsure in the
selection of equally colorful blossoms clamoring for its
attention. As he watched, the Emperor dropped over the
edge of sleep, and immediately began to dream; and in
this dream, marvelous to behold, he was become the
butterfly, flitting uncertainly above the blossoms, and
yonder, look . . . there sat the Emperor dozing in his
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chair. For some time he studied the garden through his
insect eyes, drawing, in his flights across the sun-slashed
scene, ever nearer to the figure lying in the chair, until
at last, with a flutter of bravado, he dared to alight upon
the topmost satin knob of the sleeper’s cap.

Exhausted by the rigors of the flight, and by the
sudden draining of energy incurred by his daring, the
flitter-winged creature swooned and slept, to fall im-
mediately into a dream. In which dream he seemed to
become the Emperor beneath his sticky feet; and, as the
Emperor, he dreamed he awoke. “And,” quoth the Em-
peror to his courtiers, “ever since then I have been un-
sure as to whether I am an Emperor who has dreamed
he was a butterfly, or whether in fact I am not a butter-
fly still dreaming that I am an Emperor!”

The Princess Meriam was delighted by the fantasy
of the tale, but could not understand the Emperor’s
predicament. “Of course, everyone knows who he is!”
she declared vehemently. “I am Meriam, I'm sure of
that; and that is Uncle Bakar over there, and he is real,
for he tickles me and 1 feel him; and that is Prince Ali
lying here beside us, and I'm certain he knows who he
is, and what is real. Don’t you, Ali?”

“I think I'm as real as any of you,” I laughed. “As real
as this ground I stamp beneath my heels, and this air I
breathe in, and the green trees and the blue sky and the
golden sun swinging his way across the heavens there.
And as real as the fact that I have work to do, and no
time to waste on listening to foolish stories, my Princess!
Come, Hassan, if you can tear yourself away from such
an accomplished raconteur, whose lips seem to attract
you as much as her tongue! Call the men to a meeting,
leaving minimum guards on duty. Everyone must know
his part in this.”

When I had them gathered around me and above me,
as I stood at the foot of the rocks, I began to draw a plan
of the Istana in the earth at my feet, using my sword
for instruction rather than destruction for a change, a
role in which it was untutored yet proficient.

“Memorize this sketch. Remember it well, for you each
may live or die according to your accurate remem-
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brance. Now, this is the stockade which runs all around
the Istana except on the river side, and here is the outer
gate. These lines here represent the steps leading up
to the main door of the palace proper—some of you have
good and proud cause to remember them—and along
this corridor to the right lies the entrance to the Grand
Hall”

Achmed interrupted me at this point to say, surlily,
that he well knew the layout of the palace, and would
go to check our sentries while I described it for the
others. Reluctantly I let him go, reluctant because I
could not rid myself of a suspicion of his too easy ac-
ceptance of his secondary part in our new organization,
but not willing at this time to further degrade him by
ordering him to remain, in front of our men. Many
things might have been different had I followed my first
thought instead of letting myself be confused by the
second, more reasoning, argument. Ah, ‘tis always the
way. The complete man needs no second thoughts, and
the cautious man will never be complete.

So I droned on with my worthless plan of attack, and
the rogue Achmed crept across to his sleeping quarters
near Meriam’s and Saripah’s shelter. Looking around to
see that he was unobserved, he began digging in the soft
earth with his keris until he had a sizable hole, and”
then took from somewhere on his person, among his
garments, the bag of gold and the seal ring, which must
have been burning into his treacherous hide all the way
on our journey back from ‘Dak Betul, gloating over each
item as it shone briefly in the dying sunlight, red as
blood.

But however briefly—long enough to attract a watcher!

For unbeknownst to him, (and to anyone else for that
matter, Allah’s curse on it) there did happen to be a
watcher. The little Princess had heard a clink, or some
such trifling noise, and looked out of the hut through a
crack conveniently low for her. She actually saw the
glint of the ring before he buried it and covered the hole
up, putting over the spot a sod of turf he had cut. Meri-
am was of course curious but being part magpie by na-
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ture was more interested in the pretties she had seen
than in the mystery of Achmed’s secretiveness.

She started to wander off, a picture of innocence, in
the direction of the door but Saripalr, jealous of her
charge’s well-being now that she too was returned from
traveling, caught her up and laid her down on her straw
sleeping mat. “No, my little Princess, no more roaming
for you today. The night is drawing in and you must
sleep. Goodness knows what hours your Uncle Bakar,
foolish fellow, let you keep while I was away. I only
hope that other Princess, your cousin, will sleep as com-
fortably tonight, all praise to her.”

So there I was, tediously expounding my scheme, and
parrying questions, when Achmed, after a hurried tour
of the outposts, returned. So this, as I learned very soon,
was one reason why my lecture was useless. The other,
also resulting from the brute’s simmering resentment
over his lost position, and from his lust for gold, was
possessed of more danger to our plans, but remained
hidden from me for considerably longer.

For I had no way of knowing that Saripah’s last hope
was a futile one.

FOUR:

At the Istana, Abdul had bided his time, brooding
over the problem presented to him by Achmed of my
late presence in the palace, and the Princess Latifah’s
open participation in the plans of the rebels.

And now he had ordered her seized in her quarters,
taken as she slept, bound, and brought before him as
he sat on his divan with the wet-eyed Karim standing
beside him. As she stood, still dazed with sleep, clad
only in a flimsy night-sarong against the heat of the
night, he gazed gloatingly at her in the light of the
flickering wall-torches that set off gaudy sparks of color
against the bright-sheened cloths that decorated the
walls. Barefoot as she was, and but briefly covered
from breast to knee, loose hair flowing down her back
and over her bare arms as they, with the tightness of
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their binding behind her, drew her shoulders back and
bosom up, she seemed diminutive and defenseless against
the orange-headed tyrant and his lacky, who so coolly
studied her face and figure. At last, with his ally the
silence having had a chance to take effect on the girl,
he leaned forward and spoke.

“So, my attractive and traitorous kinswoman, since
you will not learn, you must be taught, it seems.”

“If I am indeed a traitor, then in what else could you
instruct me, my uncle? And against what true cause do
you judge me to be treacherous?”

“You speak of causes, and of the truth of them, my
dear. But it was not until the false Prince Ali, your lover,
arrived here that you made any move against my rule
and my power. Can it be that lechery has inspired your
treachery?”

Despite herself, and knowing the unjustness of the
charge, she could not prevent her blush, which spread
from her face downward until hidden by the veiling
folds of her sarong, knotted above her breast.

“Prince Ali is a true Prince . . . and a true man!”

“We shall see. . . . We shall certainly take time to test
the truth of your Prince and your assertions when he is
in our power. Now, let us hasten, for I am weary. What
is the plan by which he hopes to overthrow us?”

“I do not know; and if I did know I should not tell
you, even though I died to prevent the utterance.” -

The Red One sat back and considered her for a mo-
ment.

“You seem intent on delivering deliberate statements
in pairs this evening. Now, I will tell you plainly, I will
act upon your latter statement, caring not whether you
do know his plans or not. If you do know, then ‘twere
wise to tell; if you do not . . . then death will, no doubt,
eventually come to relieve you from a life which you
will, I assure you, be most eager to escape from. You
take my meaning?”

Her face now drained of color, Latifah yet had cour-
age. She bowed her head before him as though in sub-
mission—then spat at his feet. “That is the only truth

you will get from between my lips, my good Unclel”
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He was unperturbed. “Yes, it might just be that you
could defy me.”

Karim, his face oily with evil delight at the possi-
bility of dishonoring and tormenting a woman, leaned
forward to his master’s ear. “Perhaps an overnight visit
to the cavern beneath the river will help to make the
Princess a little more . . . realistic . . . Sire?”

“Yes, an excellent suggestion, my dear Karim. I won-
der how you thought of it. I was myself merely ponder-
ing which of our fine instruments will best serve us. I
think that exquisite device we fashioned on the advice
of that Chinese renegade we gave sanctuary to is worth
considering. You didn’t know, my dear Princess, did you,
that since I have been living here in the Palace I have
discovered a grotto beneath the river, to which I now
have secret access, and which has become my private
prison, and my chamber for scientific—to borrow a
word from our Arab preceptors—scientific experimenta-
tion. Guards! Take the Princess below, and tell the
executioner to make ready the water bed. Tell him to

stand by, and I will presently come to supervise the
lady’s bedding.”

At about this time Meriam, whose curiosity was
stronger than the gentle tugs of sleep, was feigning sleep
itself, and had been doing so for some little while. Sari-
pah, whose glance told her that her charge was safely
away, slipped out to meet with my carefree Captain,
and as soon as she had left the shelter the little Prin-
cess threw back her blanket and went to the door.
Assured by a sight of Saripah over by the distant fire-
light she went on her own small investigation of the
treasure buried by Achmed.

Another cautious glance behind her assured her that
all was well, with the men making merry around the
blazing campfire, a hum of distant voices coming faintly
to her ears. Her sharp young eyes soon detected the
slice of cut turf, and without further ado she tore it up,
placing it carefully to one side, and began to dig into
the loose soil with her fingers. It was a matter of a few
minutes to uncover the coins and the ring. The gold
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meant nothing to her, but the ring held her fascinated
as its many planes glinted and shone by the light of the
distant fire and the rays of the moon which was just
heaving itself above the treetops. Twisting and turning
it in her hands she began to toddle away back to the
hut, intending to hide the treasure where Saripah would
not find it, but as she moved her sight was fixed upon a
pair of legs directly in her path.

Shocked silent she looked up to see, looming over
ber, the burly figure of Achmed, a look of alarm and
cunning on his own face. The two stood as they were,
frozen by mutual discovery and fear, for slow-ticking
seconds. Then suddenly Achmed bent and made a grab
for her, but by this time her legs were unlocked from
their fetters of fright and she dodged past him, manag-
ing to scream, “Saripahl Saripah!” before he lunged
again and picked her up, his hairy hand hard across
her mouth as she kicked and struggled.

As it was, perhaps because of some peculiarity in the
wind’s vagaries, we at the fireside did not hear her,
loudly laughing as we were at some extravagant story
of Hassan’s, but Bakar, who was taking no part in the
general festivity and was sitting away off from us, maybe
already with some thought of his little Princess in his
mind, and with his more acute hearing, picked up the
cry and went loping off to see what the trouble was.

And we didn’t notice his going, else we had prevented
a tragedy.

Achmed must have first seen the giant as he lurched
around the corner of the shelter, and the traitor barely
had time to drop Meriam and reach for his keris before
Bakar was upon him. To doubly compound the stupid
situation which arose, preventing aid to Bakar, the vali-
ant bodyguard was incapable of shouting and thus at-
tracting attention, while of course Achmed had not the
slightest wish to make a noise, thinking no doubt that if
he could overcome Bakar he might still yet think of
some story to save his own skin. Meanwhile, skilled as
he was with his weapon, the unarmed dumb giant, in-
censed beyond his normal strength, evaded his thrusts
and grappled with him. The two men rocked and
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swayed like two silent shadows suddenly endowed with
corporeal existence as each sought to break the other’s
hold and seize a fresh advantage.

Meriam had picked herself up and, after watching the
two men in their mortal combat for a moment, ran off
toward the safety and security of the fire. Hassan saw
her first, and ran to her, closely followed by Saripah.
At first the Princess could only sob and point behind
her to the shelter, and our first thought was that some
nightmare had disturbed her slumber, but in seconds
we had grasped enough of her story for it to send us
rushing stumbling to the hut.

Hassan arrived first, seconds too late however, for his
first vision was of Achmed standing away as the great
frame of Bakar, fatally stabbed behind the shoulder,
toppled slowly to the ground like a felled tree. Without
pause, without consideration, fired by an anguish that
nearly paralleled my own, such was his friendship for
the fallen giant, Hassan leaped forward, his own keris
drawn, and the two began to duel. A quick glance told
me that Hassan was in no immediate danger and I ran
and knelt at Bakar’s side, raising his head in my arms.
Though he had never been able to speak, and though he
was now almost past words in any case, we two had no
need of speech. I answered the unspoken query in his
eyes and told him that Meriam was in no danger now. I
asked him if T should call her, for we both knew that he
was about to look upon this earth, this foreign earth, for
the last time; but he shook his head, and I in my heart
agreed with him, for death is a sorry thing to visit upon
the soul of youth, at any time.

The rest of the men had come up, now, and were
gathered in a grimly silent circle around the small patch
of ground where I held Bakar, and where Hassan was
cxecuting vengeance on the miscreant Achmed. At least
the cur asked for no quarter, which was somewhat in his
favor and might save him from the very bottommost pits
of Hell. I saw that Hassan had been wounded slightly
in the arm, but though blood spouted from the cut, like
water from a split bamboo pipe, he ignored it in his
fury, and at last plunged his snake-waved dagger into
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Achmed’s heart, full to the hilt. The brute stood there
grinning, I swear, for a half-minute before he staggered
three weak steps toward us to fall like the dog he was
across Bakar’s legs. My erstwhile servant, new-freed
friend, and lifetime companion managed to twitch a
painful grin of congratulations and thanks upon his
tight-drawn face as Hassan dropped to one knee beside
us, and then tumed to me, mouth open as though at the
last he would say something.

And then he died.

As T laid him gently back upon the grass, Hassan,
with a curse uttered, I swear, through a veil of tears,
kicked the corpse of Achmed from our comrade’s body,
and so they lay there, trusty guardian and self-serving
traitor, in the full light of the risen moon, the grass
around them darkly green.

Something clutched at my heart and I rose, sickened,
bereft, lonely.

Through the torrent of my grief I could dimly hear
the voices of the others, but the pumping of my blood
seemed to throb beside my ear, behind my eye, clotting
my throat so that I stood as if struck senseless by the
moon, whose light shone brightly into my eyes like a
great lamp, round and silver-gold, above my head. The
sight set off some phantasm in my brain, and faintly
through my anguish I seemed to hear a voice, across a
great distance, yet hovering in the aperture of my ear
at the same time, telling me to guard against senti-
mentality, warning me that attachment to dream crea-
ures would cause great harm to me. What devils these
were that so crudely attempted to overturn the fine
tunings of my mind I know not, and knew not then,
and cared not to find out at any time. It felt as if the
very blood of my heart welled up and overflowed
through my eyes, and washed out the voice in a flux of
healing unguent.

When I had recovered myself somewhat, and became
as a man again, I turned back to the patch of sward to
find that some of the men, who had grown to love
Bakar as did I, had wrapped his body and were bear-
ing it off for an honorable burial. Achmed’s sorry corpse

148



they would have thrown into the bush to rot had I not
forbidden them. I cared nothing for the propriety of the
thing, but we could not have our camp stunk up with his
foulness, and I ordered them to take him some leagues
hence and fetch him into some ditch and cover him.

Hassan, who had been near fainting, was now revived
by the proximity of Saripah, who bore his head on her
knees and bathed his wound. “Does it hurt still, my
Captain?” she asked.

“The balm of your hands was enough to cure it, girl.
But what is that in the Princess Meriam’s hands that
glitters so?” We turned to look where he pointed, and
at Saripah’s somewhat peremptory command the girl
handed over what seemed to me to be a ring.

“By Allah, this is the seal of Abdul the Red One. This
is his ring!” cried Saripah. I hastened over and examined
the thing. It meant nothing to me, but Hassan con-
firmed the girl's statement.

“See here. Gold!” came a voice from behind, and we
turned again to find that one of our men had come upon
the hole in which Achmed had sought to hide his guilt.
There was but one conclusion to be drawn from this
evidence. “We have been betrayed, sold out by Achmed
into the Red One’s hands. He may be even now upon
us here. And certainly whatever plans I have made are
useless, since we depended upon the Princess Latifah
to aid our subterfuge.”

“And she is most certainly Abdul's prisoner and hos-
tage by now,” added Hassan, as a spur to the steed of my
quick-rising fear.

“Double the sentries. The rest, sleep as best you may,
but sleep armed. Tomorrow at sunup we leave for 'Dak
Betul, while tonight I and the Captain here plan a new
method of attack. Saripah, take Meriam here and quiet
her. Soothe her into deep sleep, for she rides with us on
the morrow!”

Lacking an Imam to do the duty, I said a few words
and offered a prayer over the body of Bakar before we
laid him to rest in the soft and pleasant glade, standing
ready in the deep hole, facing Mecca, ready for the
Last Day to call upon his poor, brave, dumb soul.
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We slept ill, if at all, that night which was the black-
est in my memory, despite the uncaring staring eye of
the silver moon.

FIVE:

If we of the Cause slept ill, the Princess Latifah slept
not at all.

When the Red One came to the cavern under the
river he found her sitting on a bench against the wall,
her arms still bound behind her, and her ankles hob-
bled. She didn’t know what was about to happen to her,
but the sights she saw around her did nothing to quiet
her imagination. The whole vault stank of dampness,
and one wall was covered almost entirely by a screen
of water as it seeped through a fault in the rocks from
the river immediately above this end wall. The corridor
along which she had been brought was only just below
ground level, so that the entrance to this cave was high
on one wall, with rough-built wooden steps leading
down to the floor level. Torches flared from wall-brackets
and the roof, low as it was, could not be clearly made
out for the smoke which piled up against it, with no
other way out for it.

Against the wall opposite to the one which she leaned
against, three men slumped to the rock floor in chains,
fettered so that they could sit but not rest. Two were
deep in sleep while the third muttered in his dreams,
occasionally clattering the silence with screams. To her
right, on the water-wall, a man hung spread-eagled
facing the rock, so that he was pressed against it, hang-
ing by the wrists, all but drowning in the steady veil of
water which descended from above him. His continual
gurglings and snorts sickened her soul, for she imagined
that this was the water torture her captor had alluded
to. In a dark corner a man hung senseless by his thumbs,
the balls of his feet touching the ground, so that if con-
scious he might have been able to escape the fate
which had now, however, fallen upon him. She could
see that his thumbs were hideously elongated, the bones
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parted, so that only his skin and tendons could be sup-
porting him. A sixth man was bent back over a wheel,
whose lower edge dipped out of sight into what was
evidently a pit of water, the wheel arranged for turning
so that when necessary its occupant could be swung
backward or forward and plunged underwater for as
long as the operator desired. Perhaps this was the water
bed?

In the center of the floor was a large, crude frame-
work of wood, some four feet off the ground, supported
on legs at each corner, rectangular in shape, and with
two pairs of grooves cut into the crosspieces at each
narrow end. Resting on the floor below each groove was
a leather bucket, attached to one end of a length of
rope, to the other end of which was fixed an adjustable
leather loop. This was a form of rack, in which the vic-
tim was stretched between the crosspieces unsupported
from below, and with a rope and bucket tied to each
ankle and wrist. Water could be added to the buckets
in turn, so that all, or any single one, of the limbs could
be slowly pulled from the socket. At the moment this
instrument. was unoccupied, as was the only other piece
of “furniture” in the cave, a large stone trough whose
purpose she could not divine. Metal clasps were at
each comer of the trough, possibly to hold wrists and
ankles.

Near the foot of the stairs, where the corridor could
act as chimney, stood an iron framework in which was
built a charcoal fire, and handily by it was a rack of iron
instruments, pincers, pokers, branding irons. Toward the
center of the grotto, placed so that the stair-landing
could act as gallery for any interested audience, was a
simple chopping block, a stained and scarred hunk of
timber, with a heavy, broad-bladed scimitar leaning
against it. The executioner had earlier retired to his
nook below the stairs. Neither he nor the two guards,
one at the stair foot and the other at its head, spoke a
word, nor had done so, and Latifah was left to look and
shudder. The damp struck a chill through her, for her
thin night-sarong was no protection.

Shock had provided its own anesthesia, and she was
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almost dulled to sleep, when hollow footsteps echoing
along the corridor aroused her from apathy. Abdul
swung into view at the end of the passage, came swiftly
down the steps, and crossed to her. The executioner
came to stand solicitously beside his master. The Red
One stood before her until she at last looked up to meet
his gaze.

“Well, Princess, have you changed your mind? Have
you seen enough to persuade you to talk and tell me all
you know? Or must I proceed to take a step which, be-
lieve me, will grieve me to carry out?”

“I have nothing to say.”

“Perhaps, my dear, the threat of being made as dumb
forever as that creature of your lover's will make you
wish to talk while you are able. Executioner, fire me
a pincers!”

“Yes, Sire. "Twill take but a minute, Sire.” And the
grinning, squat, but brawny craftsman went to place
an iron in the fire.

“Don’t think, Latifah my dear, that the lack of a
tongue will prevent you from answering the questions
I ask. For you can still write . . . and you need only one
hand to write with.” With a smile almost of benevolence
he glanced casually over to the block and the scimitar
which rested against it. Latifah shivered again, but it
had nothing to do with the chill of the underground
vault this time. But still she kept her neck taut and her
head steady as she faced him defiantly. “I will not talk.
Or write. Ever.”

The man came back with the glowing prongs held in
a leather-gloved hand, slowly advancing the tool toward
her, till the heat stank in her nostrils. Involuntarily she
pressed her head back against the damp wall behind
her, but still she met Abdul’s eyes firmly, with a steady
resolve.

A moment of this, as the instrument cooled, then the
Red One laughed. “You've outfaced me, Princess. If
you should live, when I have finished with you, then I
would wish you to live in the sight of my subjects, un-
harmed, unspoiled, so that they will believe you when
you tell them that you are with me, and that ours is the
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only true cause. No, I will not harm you physically, or
at least, not in any way that can readily be discoverable
or seen. It will be the water bed for you tonight. Prepare
her!”

He tumed away as the executioner came forward
and picked her easily up, though she struggled within
her bonds to resist. He threw her down into the stone
trough, which she now saw was a shallow depression of
about six inches worn into the stone, but long and broad
enough to hold a human body. Without ceremony or
any kind of consideration the man turned her onto her
stomach and tore loose the bonds at elbow and ankle
before rolling her to her back again. The damp rough
stone bruised her shoulders, and her arms went dead as
blood pumped into them again. Pulling her arms above
her head the executioner clamped them into place,
then did the same service for her ankles, adjusting the
metal clasps so that she lay fully supported by the cold
and clammy stone bottom of the trough, but taut be-
tween the two extremities, so that she could move her
body neither to left nor right, nor twist it. As she lay
there, turning her head frantically upon its pillow of
hair, she noticed that above her, and a little forward of
her vertical vision, a thin bamboo pole depended from
a hole in the roof, with a small spigot in its lower end.
The man stepped back deferentially as the Red One
came to stand alongside.

Noticing the way her head turned on the soft wetness
of her hair he put his hand under her neck and drew
the hair back so that it hung down over the end of the
trough, leaving no protection for the back of her skull
against the sharp edge of the stone.

“You still defy me? You still would keep silent rather
than betray the honor of your word? Ah, so; it pains me
deeply to treat a kinswoman in this so uncourteous
manner, but necessity prevails at this time. I shall sleep
no more easily in my bed tonight than you in yours.
But for you to rest easy you have only to speak, and
for me . . . I need only to listen. Still no? Very well then,
let me explain the mechanism here. Our Chinese guest
explained that in his country they secure a victim in
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much the same manner as you are secured, except that
the head is fixed rigidly in such a way that an intermit-
tent series of drops of water fall upon the forehead.
Several hours of this, he informed me, under pressure I
hasten to add, will drive the most recalcitrant prisoner
to such a state of desperation that he will confess to al-
most anything, such is the unbearableness of his situa-
tion.

“However, I have managed to refine this process even
further. The forehead is not the most sensitive part of
the human body. Now observe, please, the pipe above

ou.
¢ He reached up and manipulated the spigot so that
drops of water pattered on her belly.

“The small hole at the end here is so designed that the
size and rate of the droplets can be randomly varied.
For a few moments the drops may fall steadily upon
you, and then they might cease for a time, and I can
assure you that you will scream, at least to yourself, if
you persist in your silence, until they start again. And
as they fall they will collect in the basin in which you
rest, until it overflows. Thus you will be chilled through
your bones by the icy coldness, and will further be
plagued by the alternating pattern of overflowing drops
as they spatter on the floor beneath.”

Latifah said nothing, still, but looked her scorn at him.

“You think you will be able to bear it. I know you will
not. But you have not yet learned the acme, the peak
of my ingenuity in this.”

He reached up again and moved the pipe slightly so
that now the drops fell into the little pit in her covering
cloth that indicated her navel. Then, leaning his orange-
haired head over her, he very gently loosened the knot
that fastened her sarong above her breasts, and drew it
down until she was naked to below her hips. The drops
began to thunk, tink, tink, shonk, shonk, shak, thunk,
tink, shak, shak, into the hollow of her naked navel,
drumming against her tautened skin.

Shamed at last into utterance, a red creeping from
her cheeks down, down, past her utterly exposed
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breasts, rising and falling in the rapid rhythm of
shocked outrage and excited lungs, she gasped.

“You would treat a Princess of the blood, thus; expose
her modesty to the gaze of such as these? What monster
spawned you from my father’s sister, for you were not
born of human kinl”

“You speak?” His eyes wandered scorchingly over her
body. “Many things are possible between neck and
ankle, my dear, which will leave you with no hurt in
afteryears. I am only concerned that the . . . merchan-
dise I wish to display to my subjects shall not appear
to be damaged. You wish to say more? Down here, you
know, we dispense with formality. Only I own a title in
this grotto. All else are my creatures. Still, you were a
Princess, and may live to be one again. Here, let this
suffice.” And he picked up a damp and slimy rag from
the floor and flung it across her breasts, making sure
that it in no wise covered her chest and belly.

“You are silent again? Very well, sleep well, my dear.
May your dreams be pleasant ones.”

“If you are not in them, they may be.”

“Executioner!”

*“Sire?”

“You will see that no man nor creature goes nearer
to the Princess than this line which I indicate around
her. For any reason whatsoever. Understood?”

“Yes, Sire.”

And wishing her again a good night’s rest, the Red
One ascended the stair and left. Grinning, the execu-
tioner followed him to the landing rail and leaned on
it, looking across at Latifah where she lay silent. “Didn’t
say nothing about looking, did he?” he inquired of the
ruard.
¥ The deep hollow of her navel was now filled, and a
thin, irregular stream of water ran down each side of
her naked stomach. As she breathed in, a larger stream
cnsued, running icily down her flanks, leaving a thin-
ner shell of water in the pool to protect her against the
shonk, shonk, shank, shak, shak, shak which tried to drill
into her.
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SIX:

I had ordered an early start for the morrow, and by
the time the sun was up above the skyline we were well
on our merry way. The prospect of at last taking part
in an out-and-out fight against the enemy put heart into
our men, although the odds against success were great,
and we would be greatly outnumbered as well as being
in the position of besiegers of the Istana, an unenviable
situation since the defenders would have an easier
time of it than we, who had to approach without
cover; they being able to pick us off at their leisure
from behind the ramparts. Unless I could think of some
subterfuge which would give us easy entry.

Although Hassan and I had racked our brains during
the night watches, we could think of no way in which
we might make a secret or surprise entry, now that we
had been betrayed. As I sat my horse, with the little
Princess Meriam standing in my arms before me, I con-
tinued to ponder the problem. Beside me rode Saripah,
ever more zealous in her guardianship of the Princess
since last night’s panic, for though both Hassan and I
had argued with her that no real blame attached to her,
she insisted on belaboring herself for the mischance. The
good Captain rode in our rear, jollying the men along,
though they little needed it. At this distance from the
city we were safe unless we ran into troops of the Red
One, and if we did . . . well, then, the fight would begin
that much sooner.

Some half-dozen of Achmed’s men had deserted in
the moming, preferring to go their own way in the
jungle now that their leader was dead. And I had let
them go willingly, glad to be able to cut out the bad
meat from our otherwise healthy group.

Meanwhile the rest of the men who had loyally de-
cided to throw their lives into the Cause sang and
marched, to a tune of their own, some rallying cry of
rebellion that one of them had thought up. And it
seemed to do us service, for along the way not a few
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recruits had slipped into our ranks from the forest,
eager to know what was afoot, and even more eager
to take part in the assault when they knew its purpose
and our Cause. I had all but turned away one youngster
—he could not have been more than fourteen—for he
seemed too young to be of any real aid, but the men
adopted him and forced me to take him along. And at
least he was ready and willing to take part in the fight-
ing when it commenced. And another volunteer like-
wise I was about to gently dissuade, on account of his
age—a graybeard he was—but he stoutly maintained
that as long as he could keep up with us we had no call
to try to prevent his joining us for the Cause. And keep
up he did, new life in his old legs, new hope in his
heart, new spirit endowing his mind. Men need a cause
for which to fight, and since they must fight, or re-
linquish the title “Man,” they must search through life
for a righteous cause.

We had decided to abandon the circuitous route we
had hitherto used on our trips to the city and now, for
the sake of time, we hastened along a broad main track,
strung along which were several small kampongs, the
villagers tumning out at sound of us, and making honest
and hearty obeisance at sight of the Princess, who played
her role right royally, standing upright, firm and fair
before me.

Early as we were, we scared the wits out of three
drunkards who rolled up out of the ditch at roadside
upon our coming, thinking perhaps that we were the
legions of Shaitan come to fetch them for their sins. But
as we harmed them not, they staggered alongside for a
while until they learned our purpose, then, still dreary-
drunk, fell into our ranks. Their upraised voices lent a
certain volume, if no additional charm, to our song of
the Cause.

By late afternoon I had some seventy men behind me,
of whom about three dozen were armed and trained
by me, and who would have to bear the brunt of the
fighting when it began. The others I planned to use as
reinforcements and support, and perhaps to make a feint
attack, if I could but think of a way which might give
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us some hope of success. My sword shone in the sun-
light as I waved them all on.

Night had certainly passed, and perhaps day, though
Latifah had no way of telling in that dank underground
cavern, where no light found its way. The racking pain
in her stretched arms and legs had vanished into a com-
plete loss of sensation. Her body, from thigh to neck,
was completely numb, iced through to her bones by the
cold water in which she lay. Her neck and the back of
her head throbbed with a red ache that gave her a
semblance of warmth, but which did nothing to stay the
shudders which pulsed snakelike along her body, though
she hardly felt them any longer. The inside of her head
was one great, empty, echoing chamber in which tolled
the bell of dripping water: a fathomless lake into which
dropped incessantly pebbles of ice, each fresh flock of
ripples washing knife-edged against the cavity of her
skull. A wire of red-hot pain circled her waist, gnawing
into her vitals, spasmodically increasing in intensity as
she breathed and let flow a new blade of fire. And as
she breathed out again, leaving bare her newly voided
navel, the ice-spears drove down into her once more,
setting off sympathetic nerve twinges at nipple, armpit,
and root of belly. As the shudders seized her throat, the
rasping gasp of her breath formed with the orderless
cacophony of belling droplets to make oddly mad music,
orchestrated by a cunning lunatic.

Her eyes were wide open and red-rimmed, staring
and lusterless, but yet with a gleam of sane self peering
through the incipient insanity. The weight of her sodden
hair pulled her smooth brow drum-tight, and to close
her eyelids would have been like trying to lift a great
stone with her little finger. So she was when Abdul
the Red One came to visit.

He looked down at her, touched her forehead, ran
his finger over her lips, drawn back tightly over her
teeth with pain and stress. “You look as though you
might be more reasonable now, my dear Princess.
Though I doubt you can speak. Can you?”
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She could do nothing but roll her eyes a little, as
great spasms convulsed her stretched body.

“Executioner!”

“Sire?”

“Loose her. Lay her on that bench over there. Throw
a blanket over her and let her get some warmth. Guard
her well, for she has a woman’s secret endurance and
may try some trick. Though she will not have the
strength for some time.”

While he was talking the man unclasped the metal
tongues that held her rigid, then put his arms under-
neath her and lifted her easily up. She could make not
the slightest resistance, and her arms and legs hung life-
less down for lack of blood and numbness. He dropped
her on the bench and snapped free the damp rag that
covered her, going to his nook beneath the stairs for a
blanket that he threw over her, doubled. She felt the
agony of returning circulation, and clamped her teeth
together, chattering as they were, to hold her screams
while Abdul eontinued to talk.

“Hearken, niece. I am going, but will return within
the hour or so, the space it will take me to consume
my evening meal. When I return, prepare yourself to
talk. Or, by Allah, I will give you a taste of heat first,
and then return you to your bed for a week.”

He ripped aside the blanket and placed his warm
hand over her navel. “You feel this cold now, don’t you?
Well, if you do not talk when I come, I will have you
branded and seared in that very same spot. And when
you have recovered, I shall ask you again. And if still
you defy me, I will put you under the dripping pipe
again, while the wound is open.”

While she stared up at him, wide-eyed from pain,
unable to say a word, he dropped the blanket back
upon her, swung on his heel, and climbed the stairs to
the corridor.

Red ants consumed every inch of her flesh as blood
sought anew the channels that had been closed to it for
so long. Mercifully, she fainted then. But she told me,
later, that she thought of me, at that last.
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Just after dusk we arrived outside the city, and I
halted the band. We had rested and fed some hours
before, and now that the sight of the town was in their
eyes, they were ready to plunge forward against any
odds. I took Hassan aside. “Hassan, I have an idea. It
will be a flimsy chance, but it is the only one I can
think of. I am going on ahead. Tell Saripah to remain
close by you with Meriam. Detail one of our men, and
one of the recruits who knows the country hereabouts,
in case we are defeated and they must flee, to guard
them. You press on after me as fast as you can. I have
some little business in the town first, then I will go di-
rectly to the main gate. If all goes well, you will arrive
on foot, with all the men, within minutes of my own
arrival there. Should I be delayed, and all is quiet at
the gate when you come in sight of it, hold the men un-
til I have passed through, then come after me as fast as
you like.”

I kicked my horse forward and galloped off toward
the city of ‘Dak Betul, where the tall top of the Istana
was just visible in the starlight, above the roofs of its
neighbors.

As I had anticipated, my work in the town was soon
over, and I headed back up the road toward the main
gate of the Palace grounds, where the fate of the Cause
and all its human parts would be decided.

This time there were no guards outside the wall, but
the great gates themselves were closed, and the heads
and spear-points of six soldiers showed above the palis-
ade. I had thrown dust on my face, streaking it with
water to simulate sweat, and flung a face cloth loosely
across my mouth. As I reached the gate I reared my
horse up and called out, in a hoarse voice: “Open the
gates! Open! Open!” The wicket gate opened a little
way and a guard put his head out.

“Who comes?”

“A courier for His Highness. Open the gates immedi-
ately. Open, I say!”

The man hesitated, and I swung my horse around
and impatiently beckoned him to me. He was cautious,
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but I reached down and seized his shoulder, then flashed
my hand before him.

“Do you not recognize your master’s seal ring, fool?
Open the gates, or be prepared to answer to His High-
ness for your folly.”

He ran back through the wicket, shouting to his fel-
lows, and the gates began to creak open, ponderous
against their counterweight. I gave inward thanks that
my intuition regarding the purpose of Abdul’s ring in
Achmed’s possession had led me correctly. From the
corner of my eye I noticed Hassan’s men breaking from
cover to my left, and I prayed that my own activities
would fully attract the attention of the guards. So soon
as there was room I urged my mount forward through
the gateway and galloped through the small group of
men and reached the inside end of the alleyway. When
I was clear I jumped down, slapped my horse off, and
turned back toward the gate, shouting as I advanced:
“Fools, I come to kill your master!”

As I had hoped it might be, they all without further
ado turned to stare at me; then, awakening from their
paralysis, they drew their keris and parangs and charged
at me, not bothering to close the half-open gates. I
drew my own sword and parried their unskillful blows.
I played it cautiously, though, for I was more intent on
keeping them occupied than attacking them. Nonethe-
less, I dispatched one to the death and another I wound-
ed sorely in the arm, before, with a great roar, Hassan
and his band poured through the gates to take them in
the rear. Short work was soon made of them and Hassan
looked to me for orders. On the walls I could see other
guards now alerted by our cry, but they hesitated
whether they should desert their posts to fight us, or
remain at their stations to ward off any possible rein-
forcements we might have from outside the walls.

“Let a third of the men stay here and keep the way
clear in case we have to retreat. Let them be sure to
hold the gateway, at any cost. Send half of the rest to
secure any other entrances to the Istana grounds. You

follow me with the remainder, and make sure that Sari-
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pah and the Princess Meriam are with us and safe at
all times. Come! For Meriam and the Causel”

And side by side Hassan and I raced up the broad
stairs to the Palace, my Captain’s wounded left arm
tucked into the top of his cummerbund, our picked
men following us, the child and the woman in the cen-
ter. It had seemed to me that our only chance for suc-
cess in this venture was to capture or kill the Red One
as soon as possible, seizing the serpent by the head, as
it were, and letting the tail go where it might, for there
would be no one person, or group, to replace the ser-
pent’s head of Abdul. And we could not withstand a
steady and prolonged attack. Surprise was with us, so
far, and we set off to scour the halls and corridors for
the tyrant.

The alarm had reached those inside, though, and as
we pushed against the tall doors of the entrance hall,
two streams of guards poured in on us from left and
right, through the corridor which surrounded the entire
building within its exterior wall. Luckily they were too
jammed together at their point of exit, and we man-
aged to hold them off without great loss until we had
the door open, and were inside, blocking the door be-
hind us with the timber bars that were ready there for
that use. Those guards outside would now have to re-
trace their tracks before they could come at us again
inside, and so I took the chance and ran ahead of the
others into the dim interior, bent upon finding Abdul
before he could call a strong force around him.

In the corridors I came upon two separate men, who
denied they knew where he was, before I sent them
tumbling off to Paradise, or wherever their fortune took

them.

My quarry was very far from Paradise at that moment,
and in a place very like that other afterworld for which
he was destined, being in fact in that grotto under the
river, which few men, even those in his employ, knew
of at all.

Latifah had come to know it very well, all too well,
for it seemed to her that it might very well be the last
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place in this world that she would ever know. She was
determined above all things not to tell Abdul anything
which would help him. She did not expect me to set my
plans in motion for several days, and judged I would
come far too late for rescue, for she did not see how she
could last for long under the tortures which the Red
One had laid out for her.

She had recovered consciousness some time since, and
the warmth of the blanket did something to revive her,
though, since she had pulled her sarong up and knotted
it as before, above her breasts, the dampness of the cloth
had proved to be the little she had needed to push her
over the edge into fever. Her eyes ran, and her brow
was hot, and her body was full of an unhealthy glow,
pumping its heat to her head so that she had difficulty
in collecting her thoughts, and of keeping them co-
herent when at last she had the facts arranged before
her mind.

Over against the water wall the fettered wretch was
silent, dead or sunk into merciful unconsciousness she
did not know. One of the three across from her also ap-
peared to be dead, and his companions were silent. On
the wheel the fifth man also lay stark and still, while
he who had been hung by his thumbs had been cut
down some time during the night watches, to revived
screams, and now lay in chains with the others. All were
now silent, the one remaining guard leaning idly against
the wall at the head of the stairs, while his cohort had
gone for a meal, no doubt. The executioner dozed in his
place below the steps, waiting for the return of the Red
One.

He came in a hurry, impatient to press for her replies
to his questions, and his swift approach shocked the
sentry and the keeper of this dank and foul place out
of their lethargy. He wasted no time but came immedi-
ately to her as she lay on the bench.

“Well?”

“Nothing!”

“When?”

“Never!”

“Easily said, but less easy to stand by. I wam you,
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Latifah, much as I would hate to damage such a beau-
tiful body, I will not be thwarted by what it contains
and refuses to divulge, nor will I be patient any
longer. And I have been patient, and somewhat gentle
in my treatment of you so far.”

“Have you any other virtues, Uncle?”

“Save your tongue for words of more importance,
niece; and your wit for greater wisdom. Will you speak?”

“Not unless you welcome my curses, and accept my
scorn with thankfulness!”

“We will see what you will offer me in a moment.
Now your forehead is flushed and your body warm. See
what brave phrases you can utter when you are truly
hot. Executioner! Prepare the irons, and put the girl on
the rack. Guard, help him!”

The gross brute saluted him and went to his charcoal
grating, taking a large branding ‘iron from its rack and
putting its end well into the glow. Then, with the soldier,
he carried the limp girl over to the framework in the
floor’s center. Lifting her to the middle, they quickly
tied her wrists to the ends of the ropes leading to the
leather buckets at the head of the crude machine. While
Abdul impatiently ordered them to hurry, the execu-
tioner and his helper hurried off to the pool under the
wheel and began to £ill the buckets.

“You still will not change your mind?”

Her only reply was to reéach clumsily for an iron tool
on the rack and throw it at his head. He turned aside
easily, and smiled down on her.

“So, you still have claws. Perhaps we will work on
them later, if you should still prove recalcitrant.”

A supply of water now close to his reach, the execu-
tioner dismissed the guard to his post at the stairhead,
and secured Latifah’s ankles in the same manner as her
wrists. The buckets were not yet filled and so, by the
time he had shortened the length of the ropes to his
satisfaction, she was still just touching the floor, a situa-
tion he soon rectified by adding more water to the buck-
ets until she was spread-eagled in the framework, with
the weights not heavy enough to pull on her arms and
legs unduly. He went to inspect his iron.
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Again her orange-haired persecutor came to stand at
the foot of the rack. As she strained her neck to look at
him, visiting him with all the contempt she could mus-
ter in her weak and sickened state, she’ could see over
his shoulder the sentry lounging against the rail, an in-
terested spectator of the scene below him.

“You may kill me, but I give thanks that Prince Ali
will visit his wrath on you, and bring you quickly to
your own death. Quick to the time, but slow in the
duration, monstrous beast that dares to masquerade in
the guise of a manl!”

He laughed out loud, the sound echoing strangely in
that fearsome, flicker-lighted place of horror. “Prince
Alil Whatever his plans, he will find himself in the trap
set by myself and my friend Achmed the Bandit.”

His words dropped like leaden doom into her stom-
ach, causing more disheartedness than all those drops
of the previous night.

“Achmed?”

“Yes, my dear; my faithful, or at least, well-rewarded,
Achmed.”

He laughed again at her expression, as she let her
head fall back in sudden and complete despair.

“You don’t think that I would play this game with
only one weapon at my command, do you?”

Footsteps came running, staggering along the corri-
dor tunnel, and from her feverish, upside-down view-
point she saw a man stumble to the rail.

“Sire! Sire; Prince Ali is even now attacking with his
rebels, and they have . . . made entry . . . into the pal-
ace.” Then he gulped, clutched at his throat, and rolled
over the rail to fall in a broken heap on the stone floor,
his dead, staring eyes fixed on hers.

She managed to summon a laugh to her lips, and
painfully fought her head upright once more. “What of
your trap, my dear Uncle?” She laughed again at the
shock and surprise written large on his sallow features.

He stepped to her side and slapped her viciously
across the face. “Even if your lover, the foreigner, is

here, he will have to learn to love something other than
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you are now. Here, executioner; curse you, man, what
is keeping you? Bring your tool here. Hurry!”

A moronic smirk on his greasy face, the squat man
thrust a leather scrap in his palm, plucked the white
iron from the flames, and approached his impatient
master.

Above, in the Palace proper, I had advanced almost
too far without support, for the approach of a large
body of guards sent me hastening back the way I had
come, my retreat almost cut off by a second group who
had forced their way through my rebels surrounding
the Palace and were now endeavoring to discover the
whereabouts of my party. Their indecision saved me,
for in the gloom of the corridor they let me approach
too close, and I had felled two with swift thrusts of my
blade and was past before they recovered. They were
too bunched in their pursuit to gain on me, and I sped
down the passages like a young leopard, breaking once
again into the main hall to find a scene of confusion
and chaos. Dozens of individual hand-to-hand fights
were taking place all over the floor, and it was impos-
sible to tell with whom was the advantage. I began to
fight my way through to Hassan, who was the center of
a large knot of men, wishing, not for the first time that
day, that good Bakar, valiant Bakar, my trusty comrade-
at-arms Bakar, was once again at my side.

The thought of him redoubled my anger and strength,
and with a cry of “Meriam and the Causel” I plunged
into the melee, sword in one hand and dagger in the
other, the latter doing the bulk of the bloody work at
such close quarters. The party which had Saripah and
a wide-eyed Meriam as its center was on the steps of
the dais, and the fury of my attack from the rear soon
allowed me to reach them. The one light moment in
the whole affray, for me, was the sight, as I cut my way
forward, step by step, of a stranger who could only be
Hassan’s nasi tambar flat on his face under one of the
divans, busily inserting a broom handle between the
legs of such of the enemy who were driven toward
him.
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As I reached Hassan’s side I paused for 2 moment on
the steps to survey the general situation. As I cast my
eye around the great room I casually noted that our
youngest recruit had found himself a keris and, though
pale, was standing off an attacking soldier with vigor,
while the old man who had so stubbornly insisted on
joining us was laying about him with a long and heavy
pole, using it as a flail at the legs of the enemy. My
quick assessment showed me that the odds seemed
numerically in favor of our band, but almost immedi-
ately the picture was reversed as through the corridor
doors burst the two groups I had encountered on my
way back. I gave a silent curse and touched my Cap-
tain’s arm. He acknowledged me with a grim salute, and
then we set to once again. For a minute it looked as
though the two steps in my plan had failed beneath my
feet, for I was no nearer finding the Red One than I
had been on first entry into the Istana.

But then my heart lifted as a grand shout came from
afar, a shout of: “For Meriam and the Cause!” Filling
my lungs I bellowed out for someone to go unbar the tall
doors to the hall. At the far end one of our fellows thrust
home his keris with impatience into the heart of his op-
ponent and made his way at a trot to the doors. He
loosed the large timber bar, and was almost crushed
underfoot as the huge wooden slabs burst open with a
crash, and a hundred men charged into the hall. The
townsmen! My plea had been answered, and the dwell-
ers of the marketplace that I had called upon earlier had
spread the word of rebellion and raised a force. Though
they were armed mostly with wood billets and domestic
knives and homemade clubs, their spirit won them
through, and now our enemy was caught between the
two groups.

Hassan nudged me with his useless shoulder, and
drove down into the battle like a madman. I was about
to follow when I noticed a strange movement in the
curtains of the dais, a movement no wind had caused.
I struck at them and elicited a cry of fear and pain.

Tearing aside the cloth I found none other than the
wretched Karim, who would have fallen to his knees
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to whine for mercy had I not seized him by the throat
and brought his face to mine.

“Where is the tyrant? Where is your master, the Red
One, dog?”

The man’s loose mouth chattered so much with fear
that I could not make out his speech, and so I shook
him again for the encouragement of a clearer tongue.
He gasped, and I relaxed my hold, till he could speak
again. “There! There, in the corner, behind the cur-
tain.”

I spun around to see where he pointed, and saw no
man. I shook him again. “You lie, misborn of Shaitan’s
weakest angel. Where?”

“I swear it, Prince. Behind there is a door, which
leads to a cavern beneath the river—where my master
has his prison, and his torture place.”

“Then where is the Princess Latifah?”

“She is there also, Prince; he has taken her to find
out your plans.”

I thrust him from me in disgust and rage, and thereby
saved my life. Useless as he was in life, by his death he
served a good cause, for even as I was about to tum
from him, poor weak creature that he was, he staggered
toward me and I saw a great rod sticking out from his
back. A spear, aimed for me, had struck through the
curtain, and he fell at my feet. Taking no chances for
a similar spear throw being more certain in its aim and
effect, I took Saripah roughly by the arm and pushed
her down, with Meriam in her arms, behind Abdul’s
divan, where they would be safe for a time. And then I
ran to the curtain behind which Karim had said there
was a door.

Abdul stood again at the foot of the rack, tugging at
his orange moustache, waiting with impatience while the
cautious executioner made his way slowly to his side,
the white-hot iron in his hand. He spat on the end and
there was a quick flash of steam, no more.

“Hurry, fool, hurry. There’s no time for niceties.”

“Where shall I inflict the first burn, Sire?”

A last despairing glance around showed Latifah only
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the sentry, leaning over the rail, licking his lips in ex-
cited anticipation. None of the other prisoners roused
themselves. The figures of the Red One and the execu-
tioner blotted out all else. And then the squat brute
moved to carry out his master’s orders, and she tensed
herself, neck rigid, head back, biting on her lower lip.

“Scar her navel. Burn out that pit!”

She felt the scorching heat descend toward her.

“No! Strip the cloth from her first. Let us see the
flesh shrivel and scorch and sear!”

The heat receded and she sucked in a deep breath
for the respite, momentary as she knew it to be. Looking
beneath her shoulder as her head hung down she saw
the executioner carefully lay his tool across the corner
of the framework, the wood charring even though the
heated end was away from it. Then, arms outstretched,
the heavy figure reached toward her, touched the hem
of her sarong, tugged it toward him, leaned forward
still more to get a better purchase . . . and continued to
lean forward, slowly tilting over the fulcrum of the cross-
bar until the whole of his weight fell on her, dragging
her down to the ground beneath him, the pain at her
ankles and wrists excruciating as the weighted buckets
were pulled up by the unequal load. And as her head
touched the floor and her body straightened, she saw the
haft of a dagger projecting from his shoulder blades.

The Red One was frozen by amazement for the space
of two seconds, and then he wheeled, and saw what
Latifah now could thankfully see.

I pushed the guard from me with my foot, plucking
my sword from between his ribs as he slithered over the
edge of the landing to join his companion on the floor
below, and stared across the space of the feebly lit cave
at the orange-haired monster whose evil conception it
had been. Still fixing his gaze I began to move slowly
down the steps, red blade in my hand, wondering how
to take him. It had been an accident that the execu-
tioner had laid down his iron, else I had not dared to
throw my dagger at him, for fear of harming the Prin-
cess if the white-hot instrument had fallen with him

upon her.
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Abdul was weaponless, but before I could rush upon
him he seized up the branding iron and held it close to
Latifah’s face, so that even where I was I could smell
the sickening stench of scorched hair. By now I was
opposite to him, and helpless. I dare not throw my
sword at him, for in the instant that it would take me
to raise it and change my grip he could drop the iron on
the girl We stared at each other. Latifah groaned a
little with the pain of the weights, and I knew that I
could not risk a wrong move. For in that tiny glance I
recognized that, for all her wet, bedraggled, and singed
hair, her red-rimmed eyes, her bleeding lip, her strained
and twisted face, her hot and flushed cheeks and brow—
this was the girl I loved, and the whole world suddenly
began to revolve around the poles of her existence,
and not my own.

Abdul, wily to the end, broke the deadlock first, by
motioning me to go slowly to the foot of the machine,
while he began to move around its head, the instrument
inches from her head, cooling now to redness, but none-
theless searing hot. Gradually we circled the rack, I
cursing myself for my helplessness, he cautiously placing
his feet firmly, moving step by slow step. Then he had
his back to the stairs and the width of the frame was
between us. Slowly he reached back with his left hand,
feeling the air until he touched the great broad-bladed
headsman’s scimitar that still rested upright against the
block. He grasped it, and backed away toward the
stairs. As I made a move to turn past the end of the
rack he made a gesture as if to throw the iron over on
Latifah’s body, where she had managed to heave the
corpse of the executioner off her, and once more I was
pertorce still. Her action was unlucky, for as the weight
of her former torturer decreased the buckets came into
action once more and silently raised her up level with
the top of the framework, forestalling the wild plan I
had of vaulting across the timbers to get between the
Red One and his victim.

He reached the stairs at last and began to climb them,
one careful step at a time, still within throwing range of
the girl. In a sudden movement he changed his weapons
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in his hands, till he had the scimitar firmly in his right,
handle to his grip, and ready to be used. I still stood
there, chained by his craftiness, but ready for the trick
I knew he must play.

And he made that move! As he reached the top of
the stairway he flung out from him the iron, whirling in
red circles toward the helpless Princess. Clenching my
teeth, I leaned over her and, using all the skill I could
command, parried the flying metal as I would have the
furious attack of a swordsman. With a great shudder of
relief I felt the shock, heard the dull clang, and saw
the now-impotent bar go sliding off my blade to land
with a jet of steam below the waterwheel.

I heard Abdul's feet go flying along the corridor. I
jumped over the side of the framework, put one arm
around Latifah’s waist, kissed her gently but quickly on
the bruised and chapped lips, made four great sweeps
with my sword, and laid her gently on the floor, before
leaping the other beam, jumping to the stair rail, and
loping after the Red One with great strides that filled
my heart again with happy strength. By the time I was
in the tunnel he had vanished around a comer, and
when I came up to that same corner he had gone through
the door, a hundred feet from me. Sudden joy at im-
pending duel put eagle’s wings to my feet and I fairly
flew down that little length.

But I was to be disappointed in my duel.

As soon as he was through the door and past the
covering curtain, Abdul saw that he was lost, his men
either prisoner in the great hall or still fighting on vainly
in small knots. But his eye lighted on another prey, and
wild and insane violence and revenge for the loss of his
plans must have swept through him.

There, but a few feet from him, cowered Saripah and
the little Princess whose rule he had attempted to usurp.
Taking two monstrous strides toward them, he raised
his scimitar above his head, using both hands to lift the
mighty weapon. And as the great blade swept up on its
preliminary arc Saripah threw herself across the body of
her charge, exposing her back to the blade wheeling

171



above her. And at that moment my sword took him in
the heart through the rib cage at the back.

It was the third man I had butchered from the rear
that day, but in each case no honorable alternative had
been left to me. The force of the Red One’s upward
swing carried his body up and over in a backward
circle, so that he landed on the hilt of my sword and
drove it quite through so that he was completely trans-
fixed. He died an instantaneous death, and a clean one;
the only two matters with which I had argument in the
case.

Because Saripah had turned away and hugged Meri-
am to her breast, so that the expected blow would take
herself rather than her ward, she did not see me as 1
took the broad-bladed scimitar and with one blow sev-
ered the orange-haired head of Abdul the Red One. I
left my sword in his body and, taking the head by its
sick-hued hair, strode to the edge of the dais, calling out
as I stood there: “So die all tyrants. Put up your swords,
men of Abdul, and you will receive honorable treat-
ment hereafter, to depart from this country as you
please. Abdul the Red One, the tyrant of 'Dak Betul,
is dead. Long live the Princess Meriam.”

In the flush of personal victory I had half-forgotten
that one battle won does not necessarily mean the end
of the war, and though an almost complete hush settled
on the milling throng below, there were still those who
would resist to the bitter end, and one of these it was
who fetched me a blow on the head that laid me low
and took my senses from me. Hassan later informed me
that the fellow had indeed met with a bitter end, for
which I was sorry. He must have been a brave and
loyal man by his own lights, to continue the fight against
the odds.

It was soon over, then, they tell me, but I knew noth-
ing of it for I lay swathed in the curtains which I had
brought down in my fall.
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SEVEN:

I slept a deep sleep; I dreamed, and slept again; woke,
to see for a moment the beautiful Latifah, restored to
all her dark glory, watching over me; smiled; slept
again, dreamed again, and woke to a sunny moming
two days later.

It is simple to write this, now, and it is a short writing
of a simple sequence of events. And yet . . . and yet,
there were lifetimes in those incidents, in each one of
them.

I was asleep, at first, and yet, although I did not truly
dream, still I was aware; aware of forces that pushed
and shrugged against me, tilting me this way and that,
as though I were a blind fish deep down in a black-blue
sea. The forces gently squeezed me, with a slow, restful
pulse, so that I drifted contentedly, for eons. And then
I seemed cast upon a shore of staring white sand, with
a white sun staring down on me like an enormous eye,
a dead, sterile eye. And I turned, and the sea had re-
ceded, leaving me in this awful bleached, parched,
parchment of a desert. And a feeling of quiet terror
came over me, as if I were about to be left in this place
for eternity, alone, lonely, with no person and no thing
to care for or about me; and I could not sustain this lack
of pity or compassion and so I screamed (I thought) for
something that would care, or for which I could care,
and my scream lasted another eon; until two great
words struck me like a blow—“Beware compassion™—
and I was knocked to the ground. And I rolled over
and gazed into that awful white light that searched
through me like a silver probe, and I could not move
my hands to shield my eyes and so I closed them. And
again words beat at me, from north and from the south;
from the east and from the west: “Beware: love! For-
swear: feeling!” )

And the words buffeted me like huge winds and
carried me up, and again I found myself in a dark-blue
sea, warmed and cooled; and moved and stilled; and
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rested and nudged. Until I was at one with the forces
and (I suppose) slept a true sleep from which I wafted
up to see my love at my side.

And I smiled to show her my love, and fell back
again slowly into the blue-blackness which now, of a
terrible suddenness, was no longer peaceful but which,
instead, roiled and boiled, and crushed me, and hurled
me, and tore at me with great spongy fingers which
sheathed bones of hard horn. And they seized me and
set me up so that I could do no else but stare ahead.
And again there was the awesome white blankness
of the sand, but this time I seemed to be above it, or
looking at it from a perpendicular angle. Wonderful
to behold, flashes of my life were starkly represented
on it, but I could see myself. Yes, there I was in the
grotto, circling around the stretched figure of Latifah,
and Abdul, orange hair glinting in the flickering flames,
circling with me as though we danced a duet of death.
And it was gone. And now Karim falling at my feet,
with the spear protruding through the curtain. Gone.
Now Bakar, dying in my arms . . . and I wanted to cry
out to him, and tell him I was there and near him . . . but
they would not let me, but showed me the rally in the
marketplace as I leaped the barricade on my horse.
Ah, what a brave sight I was! But no, now I spied upon
myself spying upon the Princess Latifah as I first saw
her, all prisoned like her fish. And the flashes moved
faster now, flick, flick, flick, flick, as fast as the cut and
thrust of a good swordsman’s arm.

The fight with Achmed at the campfire. A red glint
on swords.

The fight at the rocks with Hassan.

A long green blur.

The river.

Another splash of green.

The beach.

The sea.

And then.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing. I had never seen nothingness before, and
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cannot describe it. I can only tell you that it is . . . hor-
rible. The place beyond insanity. The time past the
end of eternity. As if one had been running along a dark
corridor and suddenly stepped out and over the edge
of the highest cliff one can imagine. I wanted to scream,
but could not scream, for I had no voice, no throat to
scream with, I was become that terrible Nothing.

I fell into that Nothing, being Nothing myself, and
Nothing happened to me.

But I know that time elapsed, that I existed through
that long period of Nothing. And was told something,
and learned something, and knew something.

For when I became a Something again, lapped by the
restful blue-black forces I plummeted into, I knew that
I must leave the Princess Latifah, my beauty, my other
self, my love; and leave Hassan and those others I
called my men; and Meriam; and the city of 'Dak Betul.
I must leave all this behind, and go I knew not whither;
certainly not to Bohongistan or India. And though I
tried to fight this command, I could not find a way
around it, though its reason I knew not.

And I knew that I must not meet One Other. Some
Other Person, who could do me irreparable harm if I
but chanced to observe him from afar, even.

These things I knew, and then the gentle forces took
me with them and plunged me into a healthful sleep
from which I woke to a sunny moming, two days after
my injury had been received.

EIGHT:

I drifted down the river toward the sea in a daze,
womn out by the internal struggle between what I knew
I had to do and what I wanted to do. The sun beat down
on the sluggish brown stream, and the days were hot,
sticky, humid, wholly uncomfortable. My meager pro-
visions were as tasteless as my life, and even the sight
of my true blade and the recollections of heady days of
spirit and valiant times of honor it had brought me cast

me only into further gloom.
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While I had lain senseless in the great hall, Hassan
had produced the Princess Meriam, and the whole host,
well and wounded, bent the knee and acclaimed her as
rightful ruler of ‘Dak Betul.

Then Hassan and Saripah themselves had gone down
to that cavern beneath the river, and brought Latifah
up, setting free the other prisoners that lived. Latifah
had seemed shocked and out of her wits when they
found her, and no wonder at that! But when they came
back into the hall, with Hassan’s tunic around her shoul-
ders, and she saw me lying where I had fallen, her own
distress was banished, and she kmelt, crying, by my
side.

Well, without awaiting my orders (which in any case
would have matched his) Hassan caused the corridor
to the grotto sealed off, and then let the river in from
above, so that no remnant of that sorry place would
survive. Taking complete charge, the good Captain had
the dead taken out and given burial, the Istana cleaned
up and restored, and all traces of Abdul the Red One’s
tyrannic rule removed and obliterated. In Meriam’s
name he revoked all bad laws, and set up a tribunal
to judge on cases of complaints against the orange-
haired monster’s false justice.

Latifah refused to let anyone nurse me other than her-
self, and in the process became restored to her own self
most wonderfully. As soon as I was fit, a matter of hours
after I awoke, and had fed, I called a council of myself,
Latifah, Hassan, the loyal Saripah, who had proved her-
self a person of some wit and no little ingenuity, and
who deserved to be recognized for more than the maid
she was; and, of course, Meriam. Young as the child
was, she had seen enough to make her wise beyond
her years. I only wished that poor Bakar could have
been there, for if he could not have added words to
the council, his solid presence and stolid matter-of-
factness would have been a great asset to us. Surpris-
ingly, with an innocent seriousness that startled us all,
it was Meriam who mentioned his name, requesting
that dear Uncle Bakar be brought to lie in the Palace

grounds, so that she could always feel him near her. 1
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was not the only one to turn my head away, and agree,
gruffly.

Hassan and Saripah were of course hot to be married,
and it was I who suggested that Latifah act as Regent
for Meriam until she reached majority, with these two
as perpetual guardians and councillors for both Prin-
cesses. I noticed that Hassan was about to question my
own status, and looked in surprise at Latifah, but he
caught my eye and was silent. Latifah, too, gave me a
quick glance before she modestly lowered her large
black eyes. In the short while since I had recovered
we had had no opportunity to talk of love and such
things, even if I had not been prepared to deliberately
avoid such speech.

Meriam agreed to our proposals, which we explained
very carefully to her, and we sketched out the form of
a Proclamation. I pleaded weariness, feigning a lassi-
tude I did not possess, and hinted, rather strongly, to
Latifah, that she should go and take some rest herself
now that her long vigil was over. I also told Saripah
to take Meriam away and to see to it that the child was
fit and ready to take part in the Proclamation cere-
monies on the morrow. Hassan, the lovesick oaf, has-
tened out with them but as they reached the doorway
I called him back, letting the others go on. I told him
dryly that he had all the time in the world, and a whole
palace full of rooms in which to make love to Saripah,
which raised an abashed grin on his crestfallen face.

Then I got down to the serious side of my business
with him.

“How long will it take you to fit out a small boat for
me, one which I can take downriver without a crew?”

“What? A boat?”

“Yes, something that I can manage by myself, and
with enough food and water to get me to the coast.”

“You're leaving us then, Alir”

“Yes, I'm afraid it’s so.”

“And the Princess Latifah? What of her?”

“Well, what of her?”

“Only . .. that I had thought...”

“That I loved her as do you Saripah?”
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“Something Iike that.”

I smiled, a trifle sadly I confess, and turned to stare
out the window, over that same garden where I had
first seen, and lost my heart to, my lovely Princess.

“Well, as you say, it is something like that, except . ..”

“Except what, AliP You are a man of mystery indeed.
No merchant, you, and surely Prince in truth. Is it per-
haps that you already have a wife, back there in that.
strange land from whence you came here?”

“Nol No woman, no girl, no houri that I have met
or have yet to meet can stand in the way; or can com-
pare with her! But...”

He came to me and took my arm with his unwounded
one, looking me straight in the eye.

“These pauses in your speech are unlike you, friend
Ali. No quick decisions? No firm resolves? I am sure you
have an honorable reason. And by virtue of that same
honor I swear that if you lack the title of Prince, and
think yourself low in degree, then you are wrong, and
your Princess will say you are wrong, and will care
nothing of the matter. Why, friend, if that’s all it is, we'll
have Meriam make you a Prince on the morrow by royal
decree, to ease your conscience!”

In spite of my sorrow I could not but laugh aloud at
his words of cheer and comradeship. With such friends,
what can the world not offer, be it palace or poverty,
horn of plenty or hard rations, that will make it a bad
Place to be in?

I clapped hin on the shoulder, making him wince.

“No, Hassan, none of these things which you fear are
the cause of my departure, or the root of my decision.
Come, we have been friends, comrades-in-arms, broth-
ers of the sword. Trust me, ask no questions, and do as
I ask. Fit me out with a boat, as I say, and let me be off
before the sun goes down this night, so that I may be
well on my way before nightfall overtakes me. And say
not one word to Latifah. With luck she sleeps deeply
now, and will not awaken until tomorrow. I rely on you
to keep her away from this chamber. That will be your
most difficult task, but stand guard and defy her if
necessary. Tell her that I am still weak and need to
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sleep; tell her that I have requested, nay, commanded
that no one disturb me. Man, tell her that I have a
woman, one of Abdul’s little pets, in here with me, if
you think that will keep her away! Do this for me. Not
because I have been your leader, but because you are
my companion and my friend.”

True to the unfair code of friendship I had forced
upon him, my young Captain did not press me further,
and did me excellent service, for within the hour I was
seated in the light boat at the Istana wharf, ready to
leave. Three days journey would take me to the sea,
I was told. Well enough, three days might give me a
chance to change this mind that seemed to have been
lodged within my own skull like a pebble in a coconut.
The more I rattled it about, the more it wore away my
brain, and the more unchanged it remained.

I stood and reached up, taking his hands in mine. I
gave him a firm grip, and he returned the pressure;
then I pushed off and paddled out into the slow current.
As I turned to look back for the last time he was still
standing there, his scimitar out and upraised in a soldier’s
salute. Solemnly I drew my own blade, kissed it, and
held it out and aloft in his direction. And so we parted,
and I drifted down through the quiet afternoon city of
‘Dak Betul, until at last it was hidden behind me by a
bend in the river, and the jungle began to close in on
me.

And two days later I was still drifting, though I had
spent the previous day paddling furiously, hoping to
drive out the devil in my brain by sheer effort and
fatigue, but to no avail.

I passed the spot where Bakar and I had crossed the
river on our first trip inland, and knew that I could not
be far from the coast now. Lazy crocodiles, indolent in
the heat of the day, eyed me from the sandbars, and I
roused myself to activity to manage the tricky cur-
rents set up by the winding path of the stream.

Two hours more and I was floating gently, rocked by
the small waves that came into the narrow estuary. Why
I had come here, what rendezvous I was to make, I still
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did not know, but I ran the boat up on the left shore, to a
little beach, and, taking the remaining food and water
from it, made my meal in the shade of a fan-shaped
Traveler's Palm. I rested awhile, then walked slowly
along the beach, idly staring out over the waves. It must
have been the other side of that headland that we were
washed ashore on, I thought as I strolled. Perhaps I shall
find other wreckage washed up there. 1 quickened my
steps, with a purpose now in mind, and trod the hard,
firm sand left bare by the outgoing tide, pure white
and glaring to my eyes. To relieve them I looked either
at the cool green jungle to my left, or out over the sea,
blue as a peacock’s feather-fancied eyes. And as I tuined
my lackluster gaze seaward for perhaps the tenth time
I saw a ship come bellying around the point ahead,-a
ship such as I had never seen before. It was quite close
inshore, obviously following the line of the coast, and
I could make it out quite clearly.

She was a large ship, evidently built for ocean-going,
broad in the beam, with a high castle aft, but only a
gentle rise at the bow. The bow itself was flat, rising
up out of the water at a steep angle, and the sides came
forward to form almost a double prow, with a wide,
flat, angled surface between them. Three masts were
stepped in her, each with peculiar sets of sails that
were jointed for raising, transversely, rather than con-
structed to roll up to the yards like those of the ships I
knew.

As it began gradually to draw abreast of me, or abeam,
if I consicered myself as another drifting vessel, I found
myself shouting, shouting as if my very life depended
upon the crew hearing me. I tore off my white shirt and
began waving it like a madman, and soon I perceived
that they had seen me, for they reefed their sails and
hove to. Presently a boat was lowered and a crew began
to row it across the space between us. As it drew closer
my interest mounted, for these were not men such as I
had seen elsewhere. They were of my color, or perhaps
a little paler, with some of a sickly saffron hue, mostly
naked to the waist, with bandanas around their heads,

and short-legged garments on their lower limbs.
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One or two of them wore earrings as I did, but the
cast of their features was narrower, and their bones were
somehow different. There was more likeness between
myself and my Malay friends than between either of us
and these strangers. They did not run the boat up to
the shore but stood off from it a little way, beckoning
me, and calling in some foreign language whose roots
I could not reckon, to come forward.

Impelled by I knew not what, the heavy burden of
regrets in my heart not quite counterbalanced by the
stir of fresh adventure, I ran forward with a will, and
vaulted over the side of the boat, which promptly turned
and made away to the strange ship. They asked me
many questions, which I could not answer, and one,
whom I took to be an officer, from his robes and cap
(which he must have found cursed uncomfortable in
this heat) spoke slowly to me, fingering my sword and
my clothes, before giving up in disgust and settling to
silence. I in my turn gazed with interest around me, but
could make nothing of them. When we were about half-
way to the ship I happened to glance back along the
shore to where my own boat lay. And with a leaping
heart saw a great, narrow-prowed barge shoot out of the
estuary, hesitate near my beached boat, then continue
to make its way toward us.

I saw that it was manned by at Jeast two dozen oars-
men and that, by its ornamentation, it was a royal craft.
As it gained on us, I could see the royal pennant of
‘Dak Betul streaming from its high, dragon-carved
prow.

The officer in our boat had seen it too, and drew his
sword, but though I tried to reassure him with gestures,
he only urged his own men on to greater speed, and
suddenly drew my sword from out my cummerbund. I
made no protest, leaning instead over the gunwale to
observe the other boat, which now drew parallel.

“Is Prince Ali there?” called a voice across the narrow-
ing stretch of water that separated us.

I waved in reply, and called in turn: “Yes; who
would know?”

A new voice spoke and I saw the Princess Latifah,
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my Latifah, standing in the center of the boat, her long
black hair flowing in the wind. “I would know, Prince.
Wither goest thou? What dost thou seek to escape?”

The officer in my boat tried to pull me down, perhaps
thinking we were some group of warring natives in
league to plunder his vessel, but I pulled free.

“I seek to escape from nothing, but I must pursue I
know not what. I am driven to this strange ship, and
where I go is a black mystery to me.”

“Why did you not take me?”

“I had not thought to. I had not thought to separate
you from your country and your people.”

“You force me to declare myself, unmaidenly as it
may be. But I have but one country, and no people. I
am some other person’s subject.”

Our cries must have sounded oddly to both crews,
those who understood us and those who did not. Stand-
ing straddle-legged now, with the sea breeze filling my
shirt, and running cool and fine against my face and
through my hair, I called again: “You shame me, Prin-
cess, in your declaration. I would have told you of my
love at first meeting, but although I had enough heart
for you, I had not enough to cause you pain, and some-
thing told me that I must leave your country.”

“No matter now. I love you too, and will go with
you, wherever the winds of the sea take this ship, if
our fortune or your fate should be to travel in it.”

Our boat came to the ship’s side, where a short lad-
der hung over, and the officer motioned me to ascend,
following after me. As I reached the deck, the planks
warm beneath my bare feet, I noticed a small fleet of
similar ships lying out on the horizon, barely percep-
tible. The officer turned back to shout down below and,
looking, I saw the boat stand off while the royal barge
came alongside. The oarsmen saluted with their blades
as I leaned down to help Latifah up, then, evidently to
her previous command, turned and made off, while the
ship’s boat in turn drew in close.

I took Latifah’s hand and pressed it, too proud to
make further indication of my love before the small
crowd of seamen who now had gathered around us,
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talking their strange lingo the while. The officer mo-
tioned us to remain where we were, and bowed slightly
to Latifah, whose royal rank he may have guessed from
her bearing and rich clothing, which contrasted greatly
with my own sorry wardrobe. With a quizzical glance at
me he turned on his heel and went aft, to where I
could see other oddly clothed men of rank standing,
near to an upright timber on which was engraved the
name of the ship, which I could not read, and what 1
took to be a date, in Arabic numerals—1292.

Suddenly I had the feeling of something great im-
pending, some momentous news to be told me. It was
somehow as if I had lived through this precise experi-
ence before, and wanted only a little more searching in
my mind to be able to predict the events and speech to
take place in the next few seconds. But yet my emo-
tions were mixed, for compounded with the feeling of
excitement and the desire for this fulfillment was an-
other of an ineffable sadness. . . . A memory growing
dim seemed to relate to a certain man. ... Aman...

But my reveries were interrupted as the officer re-
turned; bringing with him another, older, man, of devout
and serious mien, who looked as though he might have
seen all the secrets under the heavens, with the far-
reaching light blue eyes of the sailor, the traveler, the
one who cannot rest but must always look for further
horizons, who would venture past the edge of the earth
itself. The officer was making some kind of intro-
duction, for such were his tone and gesture, but of
course I caught nothing of it, nor Latifah, and we smiled
and nodded in reply, holding hands like children about
to embark on some special treat, some picnic.

I tried to make out the name of the personage, tried
to remember it, for the officer was taking great pains to
pronounce it slowly: “Mes. Ser. Mar. Co. Po. Lo.” A
strange name, in a strange tongue.
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NINE:

“Has he . . . gone over, Doctor?”

“I'm sure he has, Teri.”

“No returning?”

“I think not.”

“Like the other?”

“Yes, exactly like the other. But not as we, my dear.”

“No, we were lucky.”

“Lucky? A word needing definition. As my scientific
helper you should make precise statements only!”

“Still, even if he has found a happiness . . . over there
. . . then there is still . . . this, remaining here. Will we
put it with the other?”

“Naturally. I am surprised that you asked. You know
I think there will be a use for it, when other ones come
back from time ahead to “dream” in this world of ours.
Yes, we had best move it now, before it is beyond use.”

“Yes, Doctor Mordant.”

“So formal, Teri?”
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