Ahmet,
The Treasurer's Son

An Oriental Tale from
The Arabian Nights — perhaps!

By Asger Lund

1.

It is said of Sultan Omar Ben-Nahar, chief of thatiful in Shiraz, that
when he was a young man during the reign of hisefahe led a most self-
indulgent life and did nothing whatever to resisy aort of carnal temptation.
In fact his dissipations, in the company of two frierad his age called Jafar ai-
Din and Ali el-Kafur, reached such a proportiontttieey came to the attention
of the Sultan, his father, who ordered the Captéithe Guard to search for the
offending trio through all the high and low pladafsthe city and bring them
forthwith into his presence.

And so the next day it was three extremely subduwedi frightened youths
who stood before their ruler with lowered eyes pate faces. They were just
twenty years old at the time. The Sultan gave tl@ewhoice: either marry
immediately and settle down as sensible husbandssald citizens, or be
exiled for the rest of their lives.

Omar, long accustomed to having his own way, ptetesulkingly, but in
vain. Ali, the most sensible and open-heartechefthree, begged forgiveness
for his sins and promised to turn over a new lekdkfar, who was more devious,
saw that the Sultan's anger was in earnest ardkelgsmination very real indeed,
and he inquired politely who their future wives weéo be.

Now it happened that the Sheik Zein el-Kahar, hbibther to the Sultan,
was visiting in the royal palace and had broughhwhim to Shiraz his three
daughters for the specific purpose of finding huslsafor them. Thus Omar
became married to Suleika, the sheik's oldest dauglafar to her sister
Zubaidah and Ali to Fatimah, the youngest and igsttof all. When, some
years later, Omar succeeded his father as Sulifar, Became his Grand Vezier
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and Ali Treasurer of the Sultanate.

Within a year of their marriage all three couplesl lsons, who grew up as
playmates and classmates in the royal school. hBytime they were fourteen
they were engaging in precisely the same kind ahls and tomfoolery their
fathers had been famous for.

The royal prince was named Abu. He was a coansed lad, inclined to
bossiness. He felt superior to his two companimrtsonly because of his title
but also because his zeb had already reachedrithland thickness of a grown
man. His features did not suggest a very greatlétt. He was stubborn, and
when he did not get his way he sulked.

Hasan, the Vezier's son, had inherited his fathies8nct for cunning and
intrigue. Often he was the deciding force in tlogd) enterprises without Abu
ever realizing it. His face was narrow and intensgh eyes that watched,
judged and schemed.

And then there was Ahmet, the treasurer's son. éitwas so beautiful that
it hurt the eyes to look at him, and yet everyonasvecompelled to look
whenever he passed and gasp in admiration. Tlee twth teased him about his
beauty. They called him “Baby Doll” and were quickseize each opportunity
to place him in an unfavorable or ridiculous lighDften in school Ahmet
suffered for some piece of mutual roguery which thieer two were able to
blame on him alone, and then they watched with gieeAhmet's bare and
beautiful bottom was treated to the schoolmastie€aded whip.

Another reason for the spiteful behavior of the tways was their mothers'
hatred of their younger sister (and Ahmet's mot@fjmah. It was Fatimah's
fate to be the only beauty, and the only kind ardtlg heart, in her family.
Despite the better marriages the older sistersrhade, they never lost their
childhood envy, and night after night they poureel poison of their dislike into
their husbands' ears and day after day soughtrto their sons against the
beautiful Ahmet.

Time, rather than healing old hatreds, only exaatedb the situation, for
Suleika and Zubaidah grew increasingly dissatisfiwith the nocturnal
performances of their husbands. The Sultan, alviayd of good eating and
sweet stuff, was now fat and shapeless as a gaidgnand the plain Suleika
soon came to regard the regular plowing of herypastby his sizable, eager zeb
as a painful and detestable duty. Zubaidah wasmumh better off, although
hers was quite another problem. The Grand Veadrthrown himself so totally
into all the intrigue which his position offeredathhe soon quite lost interest in
the pleasures, such as he might find, of his owd, vath the result that
Fatimah's cove became a lonely and unfrequentea plad her thirst for the fire
and sweet fruit of love grew by the day. this light the marital bliss of their
younger sister became an abomination in the eye3utdika and Zubaidah —
and it was no' help that Ahmet, of all the threesins, was clearly the most
beautiful, most admired — and cheerful, for theastger and his lovely wife
were proud and satisfied with their son and Ahreairned their love with well-
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mannered respect and filial devotion.

Shortly after the boys turned fifteen, at a timeewhhe hot juices of youth
were running most strongly in their veins, a megserarrived from Isphahan
with an invitation to all sultans, emirs and shefsparticipate in a birthday
feast in the royal palace for the Sultan's daughiére young lady would turn
fourteen and a competition in sports and martitd aas planned as a way of
examining marriageable youths. Abu, Hasan and Ahmg course, were
invited, and they immediately started their prepars. They had lessons in
shooting with bow and arrow, scimitar fighting addeling with lance. They
practiced running and swimming, singing and regitisince nobody was quite
sure what the competition would consist of. Allethbest teachers were
summoned from near and far; in the months thadvfedd the three boys were so
occupied that they had little time for their uspednks.

It was difficult to say who was the better of theee, since the weaknesses
of one were the strengths of another. Abu, thelrgyince, was by far the
strongest and heaviest, but he was slow of bodyraimdi. Hasan used his
native cunning to judge his risks and calculatevikaknesses of his opponents
with great shrewdness. Furthermore, he had theofjdi golden tongue, being
able to spin long and intricate tales with all theocence of a born liar. Ahmet
was the lightest and most slender, but what heskhak strength and cunning he
easily made up for in his keen eye and fast reastidHis fingers were deft; the
strings of both bow and citar fell naturally intts lhand and his voice was clear
and pure in song.

So each boy prepared himself according to his dvilitias until it was time
for their departure. At last the caravan was ab$emh with slaves and cooks
and warriors to protect them against bandits arld animals, and they set off,
the three sisters, their sons and all their retaine

The moon was full when they began; it was no lonigdhe sky by the time
they drew near to Isphahan. One of their last caites was by a big and placid
river, and there, while the heat of the day wdkigiion them, the three lads took
off along the shore seeking a secluded place. ifgndne at last, they dropped
their dusty traveling clothes and dived headlortg ihe waters, naked as they
had been when they had come into this world fiftgegsrs before.

They splashed and squirted each other with theirthgo They rode on one
another's shoulders. They swam through each stlegs and attacked one
another beneath the cool surface of the water.n®i®i stood on a sand bar,
awash only to his knees, and, brandishing his wlich rose to the occasion,
challenged his companions to race him to completidtasan accepted the
wager (and determined that it would be wise to lbgea second or two) but
Ahmet said he would rather dive for precious stameghe river bed.

“Oh, let him play with his rocks,” said Abu. “Conmm, Hasan, we'll show
Baby Doll what a man does with his zeb.”

And so the royal prince and the son of the Grardevestood in the shallow
water, two young warriors facing the redding sunhwtheir hands flying on
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themselves, until the royal rapier spat forth @esilarc and Abu whooped in
triumph and collapsed into the water. A momeneérldhe river received the
calculated offering of Hasan, too.

Now it happened that their mothers had also takstnodl together along the
river bank. They heard Abu's cry and the laugbfethe two others and they
cautiously walked up behind some bushes to halesarcand secret look. They
arrived just after the zeb-brandishing competitivad come to its natural
conclusion and their three sons were once morangas lively young boys in
the water. Fatimah, satisfied in her marriage maotihg once again how much
more beautiful and graceful her son was than therst smiled with motherly
pride. But Suleika and Zubaidah, athirst for teé fassions of love, found their
hungry eyes fastening on the proud, supple bodyeif sister's son, his keen,
sensuous face and bright, gleaming glance. When ltoked down to their
nephew's zeb their knees trembled with desirehodigh scarcely haired at all,
it was full and dangled hypnotizingly between thog'b firm thighs — quite a lot
bigger just then than the tired, shrunken and rycenilked appendages of their
own sons.

“We had better go,” said Suleika, in a strangeséeroice.

“Yes, this isn't right,” agreed the equally troubléubaidah.

Their sister smilingly agreed, and they withdrew.

But neither Suleika nor Zubaidah could put out ef mind the memory of
that exciting youth and each became obsessed tetfiee to see his virgin zeb
lift its head in attack and then to welcome itsteimus entry into her burning
sheath.

After the evening meal, while dusk was falling atiee travelers were
preparing for sleep, Ahmet wandered off alone atstistance from the caravan
camp. He sat down on a .rock and was just watcttiegsky deepen from
twilight blue into a star-pricked, diamond-decodatiapestry which stretched
from horizon to horizon when he heard footstepsrzEhim. He jumped to his
feet, but sat down again with a polite greeting whe saw that it was just his
aunt, the wife of the Grand Vezier. Zubaidah sdterself at his side and
placed an arm around his shoulder and, althouglusiaally didn't behave quite
this affectionately, Ahmet did not find it espetyastrange. They talked about
this and that, but gradually Zubaidah's questi@tame personal.

“Dear Ahmet, | am your aunt. You needn't hide frova that you know quite
well what all boys do to their zebs when they doae.”

Ahmet blushed, but in the starlight it couldn't &#®en. He stuttered and
mumbled, but he managed to remain non-committal.

“You have grown into such a big and handsome |&i§”aunt continued.
“Surely you can put it to better use. And you oyeair aunt Zubaidah, who
loves you, a glimpse of this most precious trea8ure

She had moved gradually closer. Ahmet would hasarlg loved to have
left right then and there, but he was too well-velthto do anything but stay
politely right where he was, even when she plackdral on his thigh and began
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exploring with her fingers for the magic lever @rlyoung nephew's charm.

In time, however, the sight, the warm touch, thesaiy boyish smell of
Ahmet's hair and breath and skin proved irresistibZubaidah was no longer
able to contain the passions which writhed benkattaristocratic control. With
a hoarse cry she pulled the boy to her bosom, @adssr burning lips to his and
grasped, through his trousers, that idolized zekchytsince she had first laid
eyes upon it that very afternoon, had become @ éibsession.

Ahmet kicked out in surprise. At first he was szhrthen disgust replaced
his fear. With a strangled cry he cast off theenéive embrace, lept to his feet
and ran away, frantically trying to rearrange Hitling. But as he rounded a
big boulder by the riverside he ran into a darkufegwho exclaimed, “But it is
Ahmet! Dear me, what is the matter? You are goéside yourself, and your
trousers are nearly falling off your hips!”

It was Suleika — the one other woman to whom heldvba quite unable to
give any sensible explanation.

“What are you mumbling about, Ahmet!” Suleika dewed. “By the grace
of Allah, you haven't been per- forming the aborblaact of self-abuse? Well,
as your aunt | shall soon find out!”

And before Ahmet knew what was happening she héshsed his belt
altogether, his pants had fallen to the ground stmel was inspecting his most
private and enjoyable toy for signs of a practicd at all unknown to him
although quite differently labeled. His sensesyéwer, were no more aroused
from this peculiar situation than from Zubaidahemnrape, and when he found
that this aunt, too, was attempting something ntba@ a simple inspection of
his virtue — rather an aggressive attempt to getzlb to raise its proud head —
he gave her a violent push which sent her spravitinhe dew- soaked sand.

“Has everyone in my family been moon-struck?” heught, once again
struggling to hoist his trousers. “So help me, saé already positioned herself
to take a formidable bite out of my poor zeb . . .”

He walked back to the family tent, went straighbea without a word about
his strange nocturnal experiences and, with soiffieudiy, fell into a troubled
sleep.

In the meantime, by the riverside, Suleika had besped to her feet by her
sister Zubaidah, who laughingly told her she hamegsed the whole scene.

“Well, so what?” Suleika shot back. “l had the Htul pleasure of
witnessingyour unsuccessful attack upon our beautiful nephewtaelit

Now it was Zubaidah's turn to sulk, but soon thegrevunited by their
common humiliation and on friendly terms again.

“That brat's unbearable, and Fatimah's pride in imuite insufferable,”
Suleika said. “One would think she didn't knowtthny son Abu was the crown
prince, and that he is many times bigger and s&otigan Ahmet.”

“True. Hasan cannot stand the conceit of thatyleiy!”

As they talked their spite grew and grew. If Ahmets unable to be moved
by their beauty and charm he must be one of thespicable creatures who
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experienced love crawling upon their bellies.

“Obviously it was a mistake for Allah to have equéid him with such a
beautiful zeb. He doesn't deserve one!” said iizta

“Perhaps we can rid him of it somehow,” SuleikalsaiSuppose we tell our
dear sons that Ahmet tried to make love to us -denessfully, of course!”

And they bent their dark heads together in the aegkt, happy at last in
conspiracy.

2.

More than a thousand miles away, in Africa, theik lszed in those years
the renowned Abdallah el-Hamid, the greatest ansksti sorcerer in all the
world. Allah had granted him a long and happy, lga enviable series of joys
and triumphs, but now he was old and weary anddund his mind was
increasingly preoccupied with that ultimate jourrteyard the soothing, cool
pastures of Paradise.

Nobody knew how old Abdallah el-Hamid really wast even Kemal, his
beloved foster son. Kemal bore the family nameldflamid with his mentor's
blessing. He was a strong, handsome young mar? gin?l was already an
accomplished magician in his own right. From eanyhe had been carefully
taught. When he was only eight he had transforamedmmon green caterpillar
into a magnificent butterfly, although this haddalover a week. At the age of
twelve, with Abdallah's help, he discovered that hody had its own small
magic wand which, with the larger one of his desstér father, could perform
any number of miracles and transformations of mod®l the time he was
sixteen he had read all the magic tracts in higenadibrary, used nearly every
preparation from the casks stored in the deepesténbant of Abdallah el-
Hamid's subterranean palace. Now he need fednendite jinnies of heaven
nor those of earth.

At last the time came when Kemal and Abdallah realithat their final
parting was a hand. “My dear son,” said the olshpieve both know that this is
not a moment of grief. | leave life and this mbftame knowing | have done
my best to teach you everything | know. My workdene and my worldly
possessions | happily leave to you.”

Kemal gazed into the tired but beautiful old eyed was swept with sorrow
at the prospect of having to continue life withdig beloved mentor. At the
same time he was moved and indescribably elevatia ald man's acceptance
of death.

“We have no need of concealing things from eackergti\bdallah el-Hamid
continued, “and so | must tell you of one final wor. Your resistance to
marriage — and your reason for it — delight and footnme, as you know
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perfectly well. Witchcraft and magic ought never come within reach of
women or girls — one might as well hand a torcla tmddler inside a powder-
room. So the fact that you love males and not fesn& not the root of my
distress.

“You are surrounded by a selection of the most tiedwboys in all of Islam,
and as far as | know you make the most of your dppdies to lie in their well-
shaped arms and bury your zeb between their netheeks. Yet | find you
often silent and out of sorts, gazing off into spéar hours at a time. Before |
part | must know what is troubling you, for | wiibt be able to tread the paths
of Paradise with an easy mind unless | know thaerwh am gone my
inheritance will be managed according to the spiriny life.”

Kemal nodded and gave his foster father a lovindesniNoble and paternal
protector, | understand perfectly, and it is my hfesvent wish that | could find
my way to total happiness. If, in your inconceilealvisdom, you could help
me, my debt to you, already boundless, will regehouParadise itself!”

The old man placed a hand on the youth's shoulddr searched his
innermost soul. “Tell me, my son, what troubles ymd | shall do my best.”

Without hesitation Kemal repeated that the charmhsvomen were still
unimportant to him, that love with willing boys apeéssionate youths was for
him the only road to carnal bliss. “But the queanghof this bodily thirst does
not quite satisfy me any more. | immersed mysel$tudies and experiments,
but recently | have found that even the most dramtatks, the most elegant
transformations, have only left me the sadder atimapility to transform my
own unhappiness into the kind of blessed peacéAlées granted you.”

“Is it love you are lacking?” Abdallah inquired.

“What | need is someone | can love with all my oleart, someone | can
help, comfort and guide and who belongs to me cetafyl Not as my slaves
belong to me, for thehaveto love me, but somebody who loves me with his
own free will and who can help, comfort and guide, too. Somewhere, in all
the vastness of Islam, there must be such a bay. h&w and where do | find
him?”

“You have discovered, as so many before you, tbat yealth and power
are only obstacles to true love?”

Kemal nodded with a worried frown. “Yes, and threed love cannot be just
another beautiful boy with sweet breath and lovelyth and smooth, young
limbs, another willing lad with good manners anguéck mind. He must be the
most beautiful and pleasing boy in all the worlél,course, but how do | find
him and, when | do, how do | then decide if hisdas true? Those are the two
questions which have haunted me — and seem todoesiag your last days on
earth.”

“You have lifted a stone from my heart, Kemal!” etbld magician sighed.
“Your problems, of course, are as old as creationtb those with our powers
they shouldn't be insoluble. Your first questioiill e answered in a few
minutes with my farewell present. The second yduhave to find the answer

80



to yourself when | am gone, but perhaps | can nthkewvay easier for you by
asking a few last questions.”

“This is more than | had hoped for,” Kemal saidjlsrg in happy surprise.

The old magician's face brightened for a momeiterial, this is how | like
to remember you, and the image that will be in mgdras | cross to Paradise!
Tell me first, what do you demand of true lovediity?”

Kemal knitted his brows and thought for a few sefson“Yes, but a fidelity
of the mind, the soul. Not a physical one.”

“And why not?”

“Because that would just be an illusion. The boétgn betrays its owner. It
can be conquered by force or bought with gold.thi§ kind of fidelity was
sufficient | wouldn't be searching for somethingeglfor | already have it with
my young friends and slaves.”

“That is right,” Abdallah declared, regarding hirteatively. “What, then,
are the conditions which must be met?”

This time Kemal closed his eyes and pondered fite quwhile. Then he
looked squarely at his mentor and answered slomlywith conviction, “First,
he has to be without doubt of the permanent dwaatf his love, that he would
not later be snared by the sweet charms and irtgimseof females. Second, he
must love me, with all his heart and all his mind@hird, this love must be
unpurchasable by wealth or power, even in the npwetsing and critical
situations when selling his body is the only waycha survive. Fourth, his love
must be strong enough to resist the courtship ehethe bravest and most
accomplished of men or the most beautiful and chagiyouth.”

Abdallah nodded his head several times and said avismile that the one
remaining question was whether such perfectionedis

Kemal sighed. “Just that thought bothers me caortistayet | am convinced
that somewhere, among the thousands and thousdndssimable boys and
beautiful youths, such a person is right now abué how to find him! How to
know who he is! How to test him!”

“The testing will take time,” the old magician saimhdly. “But as to who is
the most beautiful boy in all of Islam... let uk&sAnd he turned to a small
table at his bedside upon which a crystal ball, dawk, rested.

“Noble Father, only you can see into that.”

“You forget, though we are mortal, this is not."bdallah had taken the ball
and placed it on his lap. “Put your hands upotoi; its next command will be
my last — and your first.”

Kemal did as he was told, and then, for the firsetin his life, he saw the
light within it begin as a sort of swirl of snowakes. Then the storm cleared
and they were looking at a shallow place in a wider and two boys standing
in it brandishing their ready zebs. Kemal watchedne threw an arc of silver
seed, listened to the hoarse cry of triumph, big disappointed because neither
of the boys was of more than average good lookisenTthere was a swirl of
water at their feet; a third boy sprang out oftiwer, and, oh, how different this
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one was!

For several minutes they watched the ball in a kihenchanted trance, then,
as the image lost power and began to fade, Kennaéduto the old man and
said, “Dear Father, | have found him!”

“And so did I,” the old magician said looking at idal with his eyes full of
love. And so saying he passed into Paradise.

3.

When the three families from Shiraz arrived witkithcaravan in Isphahan
they found the city teeming like an excited ant-hiAll of Islam had gathered
for the festivities. There were singers and dasiceragicians and jugglers,
courtesans and thieves. The markets were overfpwiith goods. Ahmet's
nose, long parched on the journey by the smellashal sweat and smoke,
twitched now to the scents of perfume and spickgum and pitch, the aroma
of fresh fruit ripening in the food stalls in thens

They took lodgings in the caravanserai of a ceBahlul which was located
close to the Sultan's palace. Bahlul was a large af variable temper, brother-
in-law to the Grand Vezier. Through this familynoection he was able to fill
his inn with the richest and most distinguishedters to Isphahan. At the
moment the place was so busy that even Bahlul's, wifo daughters and
twelve-year-old son Zeid were pressed into serviebjch under normal
conditions was not necessary at all. The threldm@m were all good looking
and well behaved and so delighted the guests tlzatynan extra coin was
pressed into their outstretched hands.

Bahlul, however, watched his children like a hawki #ook care that nobody
behaved improperly, especially where the boy Ze&d woncerned; if anyone
did he roared like a wounded lion. Once a richdliag salesman from Basra
patted Zeid's cheeks a little too kindly and asttedboy to serve him his meals
in his rooms. Bahlul threw the salesman out ofdheavanserai with all of his
retinue, then returned to the other guests anedodrat he would personally cut
off the zeb of anyone who tried to lure his sow iatts of a lewd nature — and he
looked menacingly around the room to emphasize tiiat swift vengeance
would be wreaked on any malefactor regardless i ta position. After that
the guests were very careful with the kinds of climgnts and pleasantries they
offered the children.

Most of the time, however, Bahlul was an amiablettend the atmosphere
in the caravanserai was animated and pleasant.glésts were a cross section
of Islam's enormous talent, and the evenings, & ttuth be known, were
probably even more interesting than those passéeirsultan's palace. Poets
read their poems, musicians played, old warrioid ad ancient battles, and one
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of the most popular of the guests was a young mghatho simply introduced

himself as Kamakan. He was not only pleasant buplayed his long-necked
citar like a master, singing gay and sad songgit@hears and laughter to his
listeners. Suleika and Zubaidah agreed that sughllabehaved young person
just had to come from a very good family. Whernythheestioned Kamakan he
was politely evasive — which only strengthened rtlveinviction. But Ahmet

noticed several times that the singer seemed to &chim with a more than
normal interest, and this was disturbing: he bldshed felt quite shy and
became aware of hitherto unknown feelings risingignsoul.

For Ahmet and his two cousins the preliminary cotitipg the next day
went very well indeed. Irevery event one or the other of the three boys
prevailed, and at the banquet that night the Sudtmmounced that at the final
trials the only competitors would be Abu, Hasan Ahdhet. They would shoot
two rounds with bow and arrow: one would be tixad target; the other would
be scored on distance. And the boy who won woeltbime the Sultan's son-in-
law a year hence.

One can imagine the excitement in Bahlul's caraammisthat night.
Everyone wanted to congratulate the three youtitsAbmet was aware that for
one reason or another none of the three of themawasuberantly happy as he
ought to have been. Abu and Hasan knew quite thatl Ahmet was the best
shot, so it seemed almost certain that Ahmet wauld, but to Ahmet the
thought of being married to the Sultan's only ddegtbeautiful though she was,
only filled him with indifference and a slight dggision. To his surprise and
chagrin he had discovered at the banquet thatdmstabout the pleasures of a
wedding night in no way brought on the expectethfiowering of his ever-
ready zeb: if anything it seemed to withdraw athsthoughts. How sad it
would be if that happened on a real wedding nigtittd and indisposed, he
forsook his companions and went early to bed.

It was several hours later that Kamakan put awaydmg-necked citar to the
protests of the other guests and set off alonéhimuarters, but anyone who
might have been watching would have seen him pausside one of the
bedrooms from which issued loud voices of anger derikive laughter. They
would have observed him bend his head to listem fmoment, then hurry off to
his own room, wrap himself in a dark cloak and @liout the window into the
night.

A moment later the minstrel was kneeling under whedow of the room
occupied by Abu and Hasan, eavesdropping on arcemspiracy plotted by the
two cousins and their mothers and aimed not onlgliatinating Ahmet as a
competitor in the final shooting but at deprivinightof his precious zeb as well.
Ahmet was to be given a strong sleeping potionfoflewing evening, and so
was Bahlul's young son Zeid. When the drug haeértakffect they would
abduct the 12-year-old boy, carry him to Ahmettsmpand then undress both of
them and put them together in the same bed. Hatlye morning, when Zeid
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was discovered missing, a search would be madethenekst would follow as a
matter of course.

“Perhaps one of you should rape the little boyjd faubaidah, “to leave a bit
of evidence in the bed clothes.”

“That will be me,” said Abu.

The next day was a day of rest from the competitideverywhere the three
boys went they were congratulated and questionedtatheir chances in the
final shooting on the morrow. Ahmet soon grew blondgth all this homage and
returned alone to the inn. There he sought a goigter in the garden to ponder
the troubling whirlpools of thought and sensatiohickh were spoiling his
temper. A few minutes later he heard someone apping and was relieved to
see it was Kamakan. The minstrel politely inquiifdage might join him.

“You are most welcome,” said Ahmet; already higitpiwere beginning to
rise.

“Perhaps | shouldn't talk about the shooting tomert said Kamakan. “Am
| right that you aren't especially looking forwdadthe prospect of winning?”

Ahmet nodded. “But it's too late to do anythingpabthat now. | am by far
the best shot, as my whole family knows. It wobklimpossible not to win
without it looking contrived. My dear father andther wouldn't understand at
all — and | would have no reasonable explanatiagivte them.”

“But there is an explanation, isn't there?” Kanragantly probed. “Not that
I have any right to an answer.”

“Of course. | don't want to marry the Sultan's gigter, and there's a very
good reason for that, too. It's just that | cargige it to anybody. | only wish |
could find a way to lose without it seeming deldtet”

Kamakan looked at him thoughtfully. “lI would likeu to regard me as a
friend, Ahmet,” he began. “I am sure you have ¢edihow highly | have come
to value you, but Allah forbid that | ever expresg interest in you other than
by admiring glances, unless, of course, you givepereission to do more.”

Ahmet thanked him with slightly colored cheeks, isgyhe already knew
that Kamakan was a friend but he was so compl@tagccupied at the moment
with his problems that he had little thought foytining else.

“Then I'll just have to help you — if | may, AhmieKamakan said and, as the
boy looked at him in surprise, he continued, “li&&t | know what to do. | am
not going to tell you, since you have to play ypart, too, and | don't want to
promise too much in advance. Tomorrow you jusirgo the arena and shoot
up to your best, not losing heart even if you imratdy take the lead. Trust
me, and pray to Allah, and you won't have to méngySultan's daughter.”

Ahmet lept to his feet and delivered an impulsiveskhot on Kamakan's
mouth and said, “If you are really able to fullich a promise, then you are not
only a friend of mine but my very best friend — fde!” And he fled to his
rooms leaving Kamakan standing alone tn the gandtinthe sweet taste of the
boy's glowing kiss still upon his lips.
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That evening the conspirators put their plan ofgemmce to work. Both
Ahmet and Zeid drank their potions without any scisp; both became sleepy
at an early hour and had to leave for their bels.soon as all the caravanserai
was quiet Abu stole into Zeid's room, lifted theegding child in his strong arms
and carried him to Ahmet's bed. Hasan and thethems were waiting for him,
and now they set about stripping the two druggegs bowhen they discovered
that Ahmet's zeb was already raising its lovelydigy giggled.

“Last time it ever does that,” growled Abu.

“Leave it for Bahlul,” his mother warned. “Onlyuoh the little one.”

“Yes, Aunt Suleika,” said Hasan. “Now it is timerfyou to leave. Abu has
man's work to do.”

When they were alone the two cousins turned Zeidhisnstomach and
caressed his pert white globes that rose, warndafehseless, into their hands.
Then, as Hasan held the boy by his shoulders, Abunted him, casually wet
down his engorged zeb with spittle and in one ctuefe thrust it home. A
quiver went through the small body, but the slegpgntion was of the highest
quality and Zeid remained deeply asleep as theduBultan of Shiraz took his
plunging pleasure over him and in him and thenhwithoarse cry, fell off him
and withdrew to watch, with satisfaction and pridetiny tickle of the boy's
blood form at the violated portal and run down other smooth thighs into the
bed clothes.

“Perfect,” said Hasan. “Now let us get our sleepthe games tomorrow.”

Outside the window, Kamakan, wrapped in his dar&ak| had been
observing all of this. He waited until the cousimsd left, then he crawled
through the window and, taking a jar from the foddsis cloak, gently fingered
some salve into the violated portal of the young.bolhe bleeding soon
stopped. Now he lifted the lad in his arms andiedrhim back to the boy's own
bed where he tucked him in and, bending down toepkagentle kiss upon his
brow, said, “One week ago | would have taken yoeneas Abu did, but with
infinitely greater care. Now | can only leave ytmyour innocent slumber.
Thank you, Zeid , for the help you have been tamgevening!”

He went back to Ahmet's room, tidied up, changedliten, then lifted the
sleeping boy in his arms and started down the dadkecorridor to his own
quarters. There all was ready. He put Ahmet dewnan old, worn carpet
which he had earlier that night spread upon therflplaced beside him his
long-necked citar, then knelt beside both and dagsecommand. A moment
later the room was empty and nobody ever would Havewn that it had
recently been occupied but for a lingering scergaosfdalwood.
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When Ahmet awoke he was surprised to find himsidfisg at the star-
pricked heavens rather than the familiar beams isf bhedroom in the
caravanserai. He was lying, quite naked, in kljtatch of grass beside a cliff
which rose just behind. The night was cool but caltl; a breeze whimpered
from time to time in the bushes clinging to ledgethe rock. He raised himself
on an elbow, then saw the dark form of Kamakandstenprotectively beside
him. Before them was Isphahan , white buildings jusible in the starlight, lit
here and there by an occasional torch.

Ahmet's mind reeled with questions, but, beforecbeld put them into
words, Kamakan knelt and told him of the plot hattloy his two cousins and
their mothers and how he had foiled it. It toofew minutes for sleep, and the
sleeping potion, to clear out of Ahmet's thoughtiisen he realized how
enormous was his debt of gratitude and he lepistéelet and threw himself into
Kamakan's arms. Now all restraint was cast asglduaning kiss followed
burning kiss and the zeb of the naked boy, alreadying in sleep, pressed firm
against Kamakan, a wordless confession of whatneasled. The passion and
fire of his body struck the boy nearly dumb withppmess. Kamakan caught
his butting zeb, felt its abundance and vitalityard became acutely and
painfully conscious that his own zeb, too, eagerynted out. They sank as one
into the dew-spangled grass.

Thus Ahmet lost his virginity, an experience whicdused him no end of
pleasure and delight. Beneath the bright staris thetual passions, seen only
by the unblinking eyes of little rock creatures, unted to such heights of
delirium that Ahmet unresistingly allowed his frieto mount him and thrust his
formidable scimitar between his buttocks and trengbthighs. Now they were
one in the eternal night. Beneath his back Ahrakttiie cool grass, above him
loomed the strong, laboring shoulders and the wagrkiips of his friend, two
souls joined where flesh has the most feeling. Alhdhe time their lips drank
from each other as two thirsty men do from a wdlt. last all that was inside
them broke out like glowing lava, exploded deepaasearthquake from the
buried scimitar of Kamakan and sky high from Ahrsddaming zeb.

Afterwards the two lovers fell asleep in each dtharms but opened their
eyes at the first cock-crow. Their zebs had awa#ldrefore them, and this time
they loved tenderly and slowly, as the sky caugiet ffom one tiny cloud and
the dawn advanced above them until the whole hesaweme streaked with red
and purple and gold.

When at last their own glory had once again putsefdlfilment and faded,
Ahmet looked into Kamakan's eyes and proclaime@Wslasting love. He was
then surprised, and deeply distressed, when Kamaked to dampen his
enthusiasm.
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“Don't you believe me, Kamakan? Or am | just a rentary satisfaction for
your hungry loins? You say you are my friend — arakrtainly believethat
after all the strange events of this night — bueed you as more than just a
friend!”

“Indeed | believe you, Ahmet,” said Kamakan gravelyam quite sure you
mean every word you say. You are still young, heaveand the marvelous love
of this past night was your first experience oftteart with another human
being. How do | know — how dgou know — that such interest in a man is
nothing but a passing preoccupation with love paraly physical delight? That
your imagination will not be captured by the moseial obsession with female
forms and charms as you grow into the full powemeturity? That your tastes
won't be overwhelmed by any of a multitude of sehqleasures, to fall for a
noble man or woman who has more wealth or more pawes just better
looking than I? My love for you is immense, bustjdor that reason — because
you are not a moment's folly — | do hesitate.”

With tears in his eyes catching the red glory & gawn, Ahmet protested
that his love was the most perfect in all of Islamd the only question that
remained was whether his friend's was equally great

“What do you demand of me, Kamakan? How shalldreonvince you that
my love is infinite and unbreakable?”

The young man took the boy's face between his tands, kissed him
passionately and for a long time and then helddivay to look him deep in the
eyes.

“The shooting will soon start, Ahmet, and whersifinished | shall be gone.
No, please don't cry. Listen to my words insteddue love conquers all and it
is up to you to effect our reunion. If you do acf love me as dearly as you say
then no difficulties will be too severe, no opponanbeatable, no distance too
great. You only have to believe in one single:fadeep in my heart burns an
unquenchable yearning for a true love that will roeene everything, and the
memory of this one night and the boy who brougltb ime is etched in fire in
my heart. May Allah take my life, or the use of tigbs on the spot, if this is
not a truth as solemn and sure as Mekka and Median now to eternity you
and only you occupy my soul and command my bodiy gou or death will be
able to extinguish the fire that roars through reing!”

Ahmet bowed his head and started to cry again, feeling Kamakan's
comforting arm come about his shoulders, he liftesl tear-streaked face and
regarded his friend with resolution.

“If I have to travel to the ends of the world | going to find you, Kamakan,
for without you and the promise of your love lifeds dry as a dune of sand and
as empty as the sky. | call upon Allah to witnesspromise.”

The two lovers embraced passionately, and then Alstepped into the
clothes Kamakan had brought for him, shoulderedguiser and took up his
bow and set off with a resolute step toward theoshg range.
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The crowd had assembled for the competition ormpthms not far from the
city gate, and a gay and lively multitude it wador the Sultan and his family a
pavilion had been erected and this was hung wiHfitiest silks and tapestries.
Sweet incense burned into the clear early-morningThere were stalls for the
visiting sheiks; hundreds of pennants lined theotihg range.

It was an astonished and vastly relieved Ali antinkgh that saw their son
approaching now from the direction of the mountdinsking quite confident
and unconcerned. They put to him a hundred questat all he told them was
that he had arisen early in order to meditate uAtlah's open ceiling. Abu and
Hasan and their parents were in such lovely coafuiat Ahmet kept a straight
face only with the utmost difficulty.

After the target shooting his lead was considerablde could feel the
excitement of the crowd, that everyone wanted hinwin. Now came the
distance trials. First Abu stepped up to the liAs.he tested his bow and placed
an arrow upon the string such a hush came overrtived that the plain became
quiet as a deserted mountain meadow. At lastleased the arrow and it shot
far out across the range, dropping to earth welbbd the last pennant. There
was a shout of admiration, for this was a truly mfigent shot. Proud and
happy, Abu acknowledged the cheering and the ctulgtions of his family,
and then Hasan took his place at the shooting line.

This time the arrow flew even farther and a murnadir astonishment
replaced the cheers. Never before had shootiegttiis been seen; even Ahmet
shook his head in wonder as he congratulated hisicavith a somewhat forced
smile.

Then it was Ahmet's turn. Once again the crowdtvepiiet. He bent his
bow, elevated. A silent prayer to Allah and a gulwught for Kamakan, and he
released the string. He watched the arrow risberd was a sigh from the
spectators — which soon grew into an ear-splittiogyr of amazement as they
saw the arrow level off and then continue on andp&st the range, over the
plains and finally disappear in the distance, lagkior all the world as though it
would go on flying like that for ever.

The Sultan dispatched horsemen to search for ittiey soon returned
shaking their heads and empty handed. More ridere ordered out but they,
too, returned without the arrow. Then the Sultaserin his pavilion and
announced that he could not in all fairness deitidavor of Ahmet even though
everyone present knew he was the real winner. dEegsion therefore went to
Hasan who would have the great honor of marryisgdaiughter one year hence.
Ahmet congratulated his surprised cousin with atfaimile, saluted the Sultan
and his daughter with a deep bow and left the shgatinge arm in arm with
his parents.

“The idea of marrying so young does not really sbpe me,” he explained
to them. “Even with the Sultan's daughter beinghsa beautiful and virtuous
girl and her father the best of in-laws, | am reslly disappointed. Everyone
today saw who was best. If Allah in his infinitésdom had wanted me to win
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the prize as well as the match he surely would zexenged for my arrow to be
found.”

Ali and Fatimah brightened at these words for deegneir hearts they had
not been too happy about the prospect of sendigig timly son to Isphahan so
soon.

5.

The caravan for Shiraz was not to leave for anotfeek, and shortly after
the shooting event Ahmet set off alone on horselbaalearch for his arrow. He
was convinced that Kamakan was behind its strarigappearance, that in
finding it he would ultimately find his friend. Ahhe remembered exactly
where he had been aiming. For two days, now, te tmder what he somehow
knew was the path of its flight; around noon ontthied day he fetched up at the
base of tall white mountain cliffs. He reined iis lhorse, looked down, and
there saw his arrow lying in the grass, point kzam torn as though it had hit the
rock wall above with enormous force. He even sauch in the smooth face of
the cliff; curious,he dismounted and let a fingeargh the small round mark.
Suddenly he jumped back for the rock before himabetp yield. It moved
inward with a grinding sound and now revealed & d#aircase which lead back
and down into the mountain.

After some hesitation he tied his horse to a tned stepped inside, but as
soon as he set foot on the steps the secret deatlgiclosed above him. No
matter how hard he struck it with his fists it wdulot move an inch and no
matter how persistently he probed the area wittpthiet of his dagger he could
find no crack where it joined the wall. Obviouglgwerful forces were at work;
he slumped onto the cold rock floor, feeling likeeexry small mouse in a very
big trap. But slowly his eyes became accustometealark and he now saw at
the end of the tunnel a slight halo of light. Takihis courage in hand, he
started to descend the steps. The light grew taighis hope grew with it, and
by the time he was at the bottom of the staircasevds taking the steps two at a
time and at last sprang through a doorway intontbst gorgeous garden he had
ever seen.

There were trees hung with fruits and flowers afrgwsort which breathed a
sweet, balsamic fragrance into the air. Overhé&ad brightly colored birds and
their calls were lovelier than any music; beneatirtwings darted a myriad of
iridescent insects.  Ahmet wondered whether he I[sadnehow died
unexpectedly and entered Paradise, but then heedo# foot path and, putting
all speculation out of his mind, he began to follibw

The path wound through groves of fir and flowerarsgled meadows, over
tumbling brooks and beside placid ponds which otdlé a gentle and placid
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sky. At last he heard soft music, as of womenismdrom far off, and stepped

into a clearing. There he saw, in the middle dista a white pavilion of the

most exquisite perfection. A figure appeared angbrtico. The boy's heart lept
up: could it be Kamakan? But, as he approachedynied out to be a girl of

remarkable loveliness, and she was calling himamyea

“Welcome, most beautiful of youths, to my humbleetlimg,” she said. “My
name is Paribanu and everything around you beldogwe. Come, let my
slaves bathe and dress you, for you must be wdtmysm long a journey.”

Ahmet was about to open his mouth to ask a thouspmgtions when
Paribanu put a finger to his lips and said all wiobé explained later, after he
had been refreshed.

She led him inside, and now the pavilion turnedtoute but one wing of a
vast palace which gave back and back into the deytthe forest. They walked
through halls of alabaster and gold, of great ‘eahitrystal ceilings against
which sweet-singing birds beat their turquoise wing here were tapestries so
vivid you could almost hear the lions roar and theetree leaves shimmer.

At last they stopped and Paribanu clapped her h#amée times. Three
slaves appeared. One was a huge negro with adlaaneglistening head; the
other two were beautiful youths. Paribanu leftwnand Ahmet followed the
slaves through more chambers and hallways untita éloor was opened and
he stood at the edge of a great sunken blue-tilgtl Bbove which fragrant
steam was curling.

There he was bathed and scrubbed, then placed apoarble table and
anointed with perfumes and oils. He closed hisggix skilled hands plied his
legs and his arms, his shoulders and his thighsing out the weariness.

Nor was his rearing zeb neglected. “We must mdiie teady for our
mistress,” said the negro slave, and he massagedt ia very special potion of
oil and scent while the two youths continued ttsemiling work elsewhere on
his body. “But don't ask here for a final satisi@ac. that She must do for you.”

A short while later, dressed in a stunning robegold and white, he was
shown into Paribanu's bedroom.

“You must know, dearest Ahmet,” Paribanu beganat‘tham one of the
most powerful fairies in the world. Earth and atedey my orders and even
the mightiest of air-jinnies prostrate themselvésmy feet. Wealth means
nothing to me, nor does power, since with just woed the richest treasures or
the most terrible of invocations are at my dispdgsal

She seated herself on a couch of silk and goldiraidated that Ahmet was
to sit beside her.

“Now it happens that the daughter of the Sultatsphahan is my godchild,”
the fairy continued. “Quite naturally | wantedvtitness the competition for her
hand in marriage. But there, for the first timamu life, | felt a stab of jealousy
when it gradually became clear that you, my Ahmetre going to be the
winner. You must forgive my wilfulness: it was magic which carried your
arrow to these cliffs, knowing you would go seanchfor it until it was found.”
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She offered him a soft hand and pulled him closdndr side. “But, gentle
Paribanu,” Ahmet protested, “why whshosen for such an honor?”

She put his hand upon her breast. “Feel how myt lesats at the sight of
your beauty! That is how it beat the day | firainsyou inside the Sultan's
palace. At the final shooting | decided that ya &nly you were worthy of
being my husband. All my belongings | will sharghwyou; with my magic
powers | shall give you eternal youth and beautyp ruler has ever had such
power as will be yours to command — and | myself ¢ your obedient and
humble slave in everything!”

Ahmet was petrified with awe; his mind reeled a¢ thought of these
promised wonders, and the sight and scent of thisly young woman were
intoxicating beyond compare. Yet he found thatZgb was not responding at
all to what his mind told him was the chance of lifistime; though blood
colored his cheeks all love liquids fled his loitesaving his lance of conquest
limp as a withered willow twig.

Regretfully he shook his head. “Noble and honaraBhribanu, | am
extremely grateful for your complimentary words dnghall evermore cherish
in memory this offer of the most beautiful womantlre whole world and her
overwhelming hospitality. Though | tremble befoyeur wrath, | must
nevertheless decline. Noble Paribanu, it is imides§or me to marry you: |
already love another.”

“What?” the fairy exclaimed in surprise. “Who isome beautiful or
desirable than I? Is it my god- daughter?”

“No, not at all,” Ahmet hastily replied. “It isue that | could neither find
nor even imagine a more beautiful, powerful andgdther admirable woman
than you, but | can only repeat that my love hasaaly been given to somebody
else.”

Paribanu jumped to her feet, her lovely face calpriwith anger.
“Presumptuous child, you dare reject my love inofaef a mere mortal? |
demand her name, so that | may prove she is nahwof you! Then you will
thank me on your knees for having saved you froah sudreary fate!”

Ahmet was standing, now, too. Although the wrathhe mighty fairy was
like the roar of many storms, he hesitated for anmoment, then said, “Mighty
Paribanu, | do not deserve your anger. It waswhba brought me here, not a
wish of my own. Perhaps you intend to hold mequés, and if so there is
nothing | can do about it. But force me to lovaiygou cannot, though | admire
both your looks and your power. | am not goingeth you the name of the
person | love. Suffice it to say that it belongs@tman and not a woman.”

The fairy stared at him with astonishment, therkbrimto a derisive laugh.
“Well, well, the zeb of beautiful Ahmet has alreduyen stroked by the thieving
fingers of some loathsome voluptuary. Perhapsdseelven impaled you on the
ground with his filthy zeb rammed into your backeti Ahmet blushed to the
tips of his ears but didn't reply. “I see it'sdru You've been ridden and
humiliated like a mortal woman. But you are sfilst a boy and boys are
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notoriously easy for such men to seduce. | skaalés/ou from your morass of
depravity. | shall demonstrate for you once andafbthe pure love which Allah
has ordained and commanded.”

Now anger blazed in Ahmet's eyes, and he repligds ‘hot in my power to
prevent you from trying, Mistress of the Spiritsitth am afraid your project is
doomed to failure.”

“We shall see about that, oh Ahmet! We shall ¢eftsee!”

Without knowing just how it happened, Ahmet fourichself pulled down
into the soft, silken cushions of the sofa, lyingite naked, in the arms of the
mighty fairy. Expertly she explored and caresssdbody. When her fingers
and lips had roused his well-shaped zeb to prowH cprivering erection she
gave a little cry of triumph and delight, but a®sas she prepared to slide it
into the fragrant cleavage of her pleasure gartdrent and toppled over and
dwindled out of all recognition. She tried anothechnique and another
position, and Ahmet willingly complied with her neggt, but the result was the
same. Again and again she tried, using all hergps\and all her magic to make
that most wonderful of zebs penetrate to the cerdiry furnace, but it was all
to no avail. Each time the rearing stallion retliseenter the stables.

At last she jumped up with a terrible cry of rag&llah be merciful with
you, Ahmet, for | could never be! My revenge wobkl cruel indeed were it not
for the sacred laws of hospitality. Get thee hepbemiserable creature!”

The floor shook. Heavy smoke and stifling vapdtied the room until
Ahmet found himself blinded and struggling for lteaHis head roared and he
felt dizzy and when he tried to get to his feethBapsed in a dead faint.

When he came to he was once again fully clad inttsgeling clothes,
stretched out in the grass where he had found tht@wvahis horse calmly
grazing beside him. But now the arrow was goneagtivas no mark on the cliff
and not a trace of a crack where the entrancedostirterranean palace had
been.

6.

One morning about two weeks later, as Ali el-Kaftas about to leave his
home for the palace at Shiraz, a platoon from thiéga8's guard forced its way
into the house, arrested him and led him away ainsh Fatimah and Ahmet
immediately set out on foot to seek an audiencéd wie Sultan to clear up
whatever misunderstanding lay behind this baffiavgnt but they were turned
away before the gates. Again and again, over ¢lxe several days, they went to
the palace, but each time they were dismissedlerdth they heard through
kind neighbors that Ali el-Kafur had been convictédstealing from the Sultan's
treasury and was presently languishing in a deage&ln awaiting execution.
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Fatimah took on her black veil and went to heressstto beg for her
husband's life. She returned an hour later, armhatglance Ahmet could see
she had suddenly become an old woman. Taking Alimdter arms she
weepingly told him how her sisters had laughedeat taunted her with their
good fortune and her misery and revealed at lastonty the depth of their
hatred for her and her family but also how they hahaged to arrange Ali's
arrest and disgrace and how Ali would soon losénbid.

As the day of execution drew near Fatimah slowhediaway. She had no
appetite and, since all their possessions had beeiiscated to partially repay
Ali's presumed theft, they had little to pay for lvare. Ahmet poured out his
troubles to their family doctor. This was a kimtlahelpful old man who agreed
to examine Fatimah free of charge, but how, he aaitd know, would Ahmet
find money to purchase medicines and proper footfsffothing else, the boy
replied, he would go to the money-lender in thedbaz

“And what will you give as a guarantee?” the doct@nted to know.

“Myself,” Ahmet replied unhesitatingly. “I must )@ some value, even as a
slave.”

One day Ahmet was sitting on the staircase outfié& house, broken-
hearted and worried to death, searching his mindvays to save his father's
life and his mother's health, when an exquisitelgsded merchant with noble
manners, who had been passing the house for sedesa, stopped and
addressed the boy. He said that his name was @hBea-Ayub and he was the
richest man in Baghdad except for the Caliph hifnsel

“I have learned of the disaster that has hit yod your family, and | would
be most distressed to see a beautiful youth like saffer the humiliation of
losing his father on the executioner's block arsdnhdther for lack Of money for
food and drugs. Please don't think badly of maf thaddress you like this,
offering my assistance without invitation, but mgalt and soul were enslaved
by you the first time | beheld your perfect bodguy charming manners and
your lovely face. | thought you were an angel frBaradise, and it has taken
me a long time to gather courage to approach yke this. With your
permission, divine Ahmet, | shall try to help, biitmy lovelorn gazes are
embarrassing you just have to order me to leave.”

Ahmet looked up and thanked Ghanem Ben-Ayub for Kkirel words.
“Unfortunately,” Ahmet continued, “I am too engresdsin our family worries to
reply with equal politeness and finesse, but loygages are never embarrassing.
| do not, however, quite understand how you migiphfor my father is to be
executed in two days and my mother will almostaiaty follow him into the
grave shortly after!”

Ghanem Ben-Ayub replied that in his judgment botbbfems could be
solved with a suitable number of gold coins, andtdlgeas exactly what he
possessed in great abundance. If Ali el-Kafur'stslavere paid, and an
additional bribe placed in the right hands, Ahmé&tther would soon be out of
jail, and this would certainly rekindle Fatimahlanfie of life; the expensive
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remedies and enough good food would do the rest.

“And why should a foreign merchant offer to pay suc huge amount of
money?” Ahmet asked as politely as he could, ajilohe had more than a
suspicion of what the answer would be.

Ghanem Ben-Ayub smiled a little sadly. “You fonte to put my proposal
more bluntly than | would have liked. You are acgewitted youth and | shall
try to avoid unnecessary evasions. In return ffier fortune which you quite
rightly assume | would have to spend | would agsktfi@ honor of being your
lover, as only slender, well-shaped youths are ablenake my still highly
functional zeb raise its head towards Allah's ha8ve

With eager expectation Ghanem Ben-Ayub looked Attmet's face. “l am
unable to answer an offer like that right away watlplain yes or no,” the boy
said, blushing becomingly. “First | must speakhwity mother, And then | need
a little time for thought myself. | shall come you this evening with my
decision.”

Ahmet went to his mother's bed and told her aboar@m Ben-Ayub's
proposal, but when he had finished Fatimah raisaddif off the pillows and
grasped and caressed her son's hand.

“You mean well, Ahmet, but my son is never goingptoa rich man's toy!”
she declared in a firm voice.

“But, Mother, he would only be buying my body, moy soul. | am already
so heavily in debt that | shall without a doubt exsda slave anyhow as soon as
that money- lender discovers | haven't even oniubpitopper coin to my
name!”

Fatimah shook her head. “My beloved son, it's quite the same. As a
slave you would be paying the debt with your phgisigork, not your physical
graces. No, Ahmet, | forbid you to let our famihjsfortune drive you to such a
disgrace. | would rather die knowing that my oshyn is still able to look
honest people in the face. Let's not discussyitraare. | am extremely tired
and would like to sleep now.”

Ahmet remained at Fatimah's bedside for a long tivagching his mother
after she had fallen asleep. Tears poured dowrtheeks; sobbing shook his
youthful frame. At last he dried his face and@dtresolutely on foot to the inn
where the merchant from Baghdad had his lodging.wids immediately shown
into Ghanem Ben- Ayub's room by a richly costumedro slave.

“Welcome, Ahmet el-Kafur!” said the merchant. “Ydaring a reply, |
presume, so please don't keep me waiting, as iquedsly yearn for your love.”

Ahmet answered that he did indeed come with a yréplywhether it was a
pleasant or an unpleasant one he did not know. fo#d trader wants a
contract,” the boy began, “and he demands that andgreement be observed.”

“I take it that you look upon this conversation adusiness negotiation.
Fine, that suits me perfectly. Obviously you dd hdng me a simple yes or
no.”

Ahmet nodded. “It is only possible for me to seglat belongs to me — not
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what has already been given away. When you telymeyearn for my love,
what is this yearning really for? My body is fale, and if that is what you
desire my answer is yes. | can also offer my lyyahd such personal talents as
I have, and should these be enough the answal igest But if it is a craving
for the true love of my soul, then the answer maestno, for that has already
been given to somebody else.”

The merchant looked speculatively at the boy. is'ltrue that | long for the
physical possession of your body; at this very mairenearly perish at the
thought of having your perfection at my side andpesiencing your
acquiescence under my weight — that alone shoulddsth a small fortune to
me. | also appreciate that you offer your loyadtyd personal talents. But |
must confess that | would demand your true love tBerfect love implies total
submission and honest fidelity until death; it héstwhich | offer to purchase
with such an enormous sum of money, not an incaoimpdeer.”

“That is what | thought, noble sir,” Ahmet answeseithout hesitation, “but
| can not, of course, sell what isn't mine, regagdlof my needs!”

“If your love has been given away without compeimsayou are still free to
take it back again,” Ghanem Ben-Ayub quickly couete “Consider well
what's at stake: your father's life, your mothegeslth, your own future. Take
the advice of an experienced tradesman: be boumg by witnessed
agreements — loose promises are as ephemerat gsda's winter snow.”

Quietly Ahmet explained that then his commitmenswinding after all, for
Allah himself had been called in as a witness, gmrhaps He was not a very
effective merchant, either.

Ghanem Ben-Ayub's face showed his disappointmarithb couldn't help
smiling in admiration. “It is probably true thably are too honest. You could
easily have sold me your carnal love and, througiple affection and loyalty,
concealed the fact that no love flowed from yourlsdBut the damage is done;
I could never forget what you have told me, regsssl of how willing or
desirable you might be. On the other hand, | sheder forget you, for in my
eyes you are the most beautiful youth in the whadgld, and now you have
risen even higher in my estimation. You have taugd that true love can never
be purchased. | envy the person to whom you hasmgour love. May Allah
protect you in what lies ahead!”

Two days later Ali el-Kafur was beheaded in theasquin front of the
Sultan's palace and one week later Fatimah, thargsilsister-in-law, died with
her son's hand in hers, and Ahmet's tears wererergus as the waters of the
ocean.

His weeping had given way to resignation, howewshen he was
summoned to the cadi and there he was sold ava felahis debts to a certain
Baibar, slave trader from Basra. Ahmet had logrghing now: his parents
were dead and the rest of his family hated himl. halhad were the clothes he
wore — his turban, a faded blue tunic that had setter days and finally a torn
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loin-cloth that barely covered his zeb.

They set out in a big caravan of slaves destinedhi® famous bath houses
of Basra. There were about thirty youths and ceildof both sexes: very
young Chinese girls with almond eyes, slender, -d&kned boys from India,
none older than seventeen and some as young anelé®aibar was a good
businessman. There was no unnecessary crueltyyane had enough to eat
and drink, yet the trip was still an ordeal, anthecof the younger slaves, from
the far, green hills of Cathay, perished in theedesrossings. Ahmet was one of
the unfortunates who, being strong and fit, hadvedk in the tracks of the
camels. He made a special friend of a young Inthiayy and every night he
slept with him in close embrace, not just to reti¢lre tension in his zeb but also
to protect both of them against the sharp chilthef desert winds once the sun
had set. Ahmet's poor dress in no way detractad fiis beauty; Baibar, noting
the proud carriage of the boy's head and his edasy more deeply tanned
figure, licked his lips in anticipation of the gotabins this prize jewel would
bring in the slave market.

At last the domes and minarets of Basra came iigw \and the ragged,
dusty, sun-bronzed foreign slaves found themsele&ing through crowded
streets swarming with curious men and women, besidis with fruits and
vegetables of every sort, and in the air was thellsmot only of a great city but
the scent of fresh ocean air. Ahmet could not iedhing almost like a human
being once again; he caught the eye of the youdigrboy and smiled.

They were taken to the slave trader's quartersyevtiey were allowed to
bathe and wash their clothes, where they were feldaa last permitted to fall
into an exhausted sleep on mats of straw.

The next day, for the second time in his life, Ahmas sold. The auction
house was crowded, the bidding lively. There wese sorts of purchasers: the
little local traders who sought only a compliarava to work in their shops and
comfort their beds at night, and the rich merchavite sought new concubines
of beauty and grace to add to their households.e Bnone the boys were
brought forth in their chains. Fingers were pok#d their mouths, looking for
sound teeth and sweet breaths. Hands coursedtmiebodies: what was this
scar, was that sore the pox? A hundred handsgined, examined their zebs.
Ahmet saw his little Indian friend go to a swagggrtanner; there were tears in
the young lad's eyes as they touched hands onktiiina before he was led
away.

Ahmet, of course, was destined for other uses.h Wi young but muscular
body, poised half-way between childhood and matusiin-bronzed, toughened
in the long march through the Persian deserts, medwvith his sad, beautiful
face, he was the prize jewel of Baibar's collecticdBradually Ahmet became
aware that he and two or three other of the mogautifel boys were intended
for a large, fat man before whom everyone, inclgdBaibar himself, all but
grovelled on the ground. This was Daud el-Daud, Shltan's half-brother and
brother-in-law to the almighty Grand-Vezier of Basf and also the owner a
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large public bath which, as everyone knew, was ni@st expensive and
luxurious male brothel in town. Daud el-Daud baughmet for a sum of

money which surprised even Baibar, and Ahmet cooldsuppress a twinge of
pride over how highly his beauty was valued.

The next weeks for Ahmet were the most debasingliof his young life.
The boys at Daud el-Daud's establishment had baesfully selected from
many of the races of the world for their outstagdbeauty and skills. They
were taught the arts of massage, and examinecindbmpetence. They were
expected to comply willingly and without protestah the whims and demands
of Daud el-Daud's wealthy customers. Naughty hegee punished with cane
or whip; obstinate youths were flogged into compiia, and then the cuts on
their backs healed with fine ointments so thatrafteveek or two no scars
remained. Some boys were built too small to cotafily accommodate the
larger and more violent zebs of their customersl tese were placed amid
much wailing and lamentation for hours a day uppecglly constructed
columns to stretch their gates. Baibar had fiegstnsthese devices while on a
slave-purchasing trip in China. The artificial éepoles were arranged in rows,
of varying sizes, so that each boy would have t&eara progression from the
narrowest to the thickest. Baibar had them inanravhich was known among
the boys as “The Paradise of a Hundred Zebs”. Udabmmonly, after a busy
night with new slaves, several boys could be fomiserably impaled there at
the same time, with one of Daud el-Daud's trustediehs in attendance.

Ahmet, however, succeeded in performing his dutiesuch a way that a
visit to the “Paradise” was unnecessary, althougla dew occasions he had to
bite his tongue to keep from crying out when somasually large and rough
customer made him feel as though he was being fplit his crotch to his
navel. At such times his unsuppressed moaning egeonignite and satisfy the
owner of the impaling instrument immensely, ancaa®sult there were never
any complaints. And Daud el-Daud employed a méaicauch who knew how
to stop the blood after such maltreatment and sih&tlaching parts with healing
ointments.

As time went by Ahmet discovered, to his surprigst he was growing
accustomed to this strange and humiliating lifeiclvlwas not too exhausting as
long as one lived up to his master's expectatiand,their customers' demands.
He became aware that the food and drink servelkistave quarters was lightly
drugged with some sort of stimulant and, aftere@tfhg upon this for a while,
he found it, after all, sensible and practical, forhelped him to give the
appearance of pleasure, at least, in his enforercesperiences. As for Daud
el-Daud, he was enormously satisfied with the gbod he had made for this
quiet, well-behaved and astonishing beauty who duzidkly become the most
desired bath-boy in all of Basra. What the fattisbthel owner didn't know
were the thoughts of bloody revenge which smoullldoehind the boy's
submissive facade.
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7.

Early one morning, after he had been in Basra fmuta half year, Ahmet
was awakened by the sounds of the most awful camfua the streets outside
his window. The whole population of the sea-poaisvin panic, for dawn had
revealed that a fleet of Madagascar pirates hadrdnap outside the harbor
gates under cover of night and the Sultan fearey were going to land forces
so numerous that his warriors would be completeitnembered. Defenses
were hurriedly thrown up; every male capable ofrisgparms was drafted into
the army. For a week the pirates made no move.

Then shortly after dawn one morning the piratescittd. It was difficult for
Ahmet and the other slaves to know which way théaas going, but the din,
the shouts, the clash of steel on steel, the sooihd®shing and burning, told of
the fury of the fray. About mid-afternoon Ahmetsthat Daud el-Daud was
suddenly busying himself hiding his riches andrnigyio make his establishment
look as much as possible like an ordinary bath épasd at last he confessed to
the boys that the city was about to fall. Onlyahlicould now save them from
the pirates.

But then a shout went up from the mob outside: ‘e saved! Allah be
praised for this miracle!” Daud el-Daud dispatchene of his eunuchs to
investigate, and soon the man came back with thesage that the great desert
warrior, Sheik Ibn Shazaman, had arrived with h&rtike a tempest out of the
blue sky and was dispersing the enemy as thougtvdre an avenger from
Allah. Already most of the pirates had been killadd their fleet was
disappearing from before the harbor gates at &ill s

That night Sheik Ibn Shazaman was given a herolsowes at the Sultan's
Palace, and there he confessed that one of hisngdsr coming to Basra had
been to visit its famous baths and brothels. Widrthis soon reached the ears
of Daud el-Daud, who threw his establishment injgagoxysm of preparation.
Out came all his precious ornaments and silveepl&tbm where he had hidden
them in panic the day before: Floors were scruptiexigarden raked, the water
in the fountain changed. The next morning the com&st into the marketplace
and came back with a cart-load of vegetables arnitsfand six young lambs for
slaughter, and they set to work preparing the rdefitious banquet. All the
boys were bathed and oiled and perfumed by thedlsnuheir hair cut, teeth
tended to; new costumes of rich Chinese silk wedered for them and hastily
fitted. By mid-afternoon Daud's establishment ledketter than it ever had and
even the boys were looking forward to seeing amdirsg the savior of their city
— for didn't everyone know that Madagascar piratese famous for their
cruelty and had a marked preference for young mékoners to sacrifice to
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their deity — and the younger the better?

Ahmet had caught but a glimpse of the famous wathie day before. He
and his men had been enveloped in the traditioesédaba with the quafiya
wrapped about the lower part of their faces. Baémhe and three of his chief
warriors stepped into Daud's bath house he washmaded and all the boys
remarked upon how young and handsome the deséktwshs. First the guests
were bathed and massaged, then they sat down aatitpiet table. The boys
hurried to and fro with plates and pitchers, witehes of fish, foul, fruits and
cakes. Even forbidden wine was available for thab® wished to drink it.
Daud el-Daud, as lord of the mansion, watched aHisvith deep satisfaction,
for wasn't having this important guest in his hoaseeward from Allah? He
smiled at his boys, and saw that they were doieg titmost to please. All were
beautiful, but Daud was not the least surprised nwhm Shazaman leaned
forward and inquired who was that extraordinarihagely youth in the light
blue tunic with the burning eyes under an unrugcklmane. His eyes had been
following Ahmet's movements every time the boy cansar the table, and
Ahmet himself had noticed the sheik's unmistakablmiration.

“Noble Ibn Shazaman, the name of that youth is Ahamel he arrived here
six months ago with Baibar's caravan. He is amampand born in Shiraz not
sixteen years ago. Your eyes are sharp as a gmmfal and your taste
immaculate, for this beautiful youth is my bestqhase ever. He is charming
and docile; only my most special customers arewatb to experience his
splendors.”

“Truly a creature of strange perfection!” the $heaid, once again
scrutinizing the proud face with an expert eyet st bring the passionate
lover of beautiful boys to the very pinnacle of peggss to be able to caress
such a faultless body and feel the hot passionsiosoul open its delightful
portal to welcome its conqueror. Most hospitab&u® el-Daud, this boy is the
answer to my heart's desire! Demand any pricenightd | wish to sleep with
Ahmet in my arms and in the perfection of his baghench the thirst of the
desert in my loins!”

Daud made a deprecating gesture with one bejevirlad and declared that
the liberator of Basra most certainly would have tight sweetened by Ahmet's
presence, but it would be ingratitude to Allah tendhnd payment. Ibn
Shazaman and his companions were all guests dfoise and he was at once
placing himself and everyone under his roof atrttegrvice as a humble
expression of his gratitude.

At once the astonished and delighted companionghef sheik began
selecting their favorite boys for the night, andwét, at a sign from his master,
sat down upon a cushion at their feet.

“Our most beloved liberator has expressed a detiremake your
acquaintance, dearest Ahmet,” Daud explained, ‘faethaps to pass his time
with us in your company. As his wish is my witl pught to be yours, too.”

“I obey gladly,” said Ahmet, not without a fainttgasing gleam in his eye,
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“and feel humbled at this unexpected honor.”

Ibn Shazaman turned to one of his warrior companiaino was seated at his
right and said quietly, in the dialect of his tridewonder if young Ahmet is as
docile and obliging as our fat friend imagines. s Hiiroud carriage belies a
submissive nature, but, by Allah, what an overwhe¢nradiation of sensuality
he has, even as he sits so modestly at our féeblislerotic wonder keeps even
half of those unsaid, bewitching promises he madblie's apotheosis itself!”

Before the banquet progressed to the stage of thigyshazaman thanked
his host for a marvelous evening and withdrew, gdidy Ahmet, to the suite of
rooms which had been readied for him. There, gy dbft light of a single
candle and moonlight flowing through a half-opemiedr, Ahmet let his guest
remove his tunic and then stand back to admire Wweataw. For the first time
in over six months, Ahmet found that his zeb wasimg its head even before
the caresses had begun.

With a half-strangled roar like a rutting stag, IBfmazaman grabbed the
naked boy and carried him to the huge bed. Itthashunger of a warrior that
had to be satisfied, the thirst of the desert whield to be quenched. The
mighty scimitar of Ibn Shazaman cut the air withan ruler's force. With the
irresistibility of a conqueror the great desert maar first attacked the
defenseless outposts, then moved in to make had farceful entry with his
lance raised high in proud salute. And it was wéél pleasure that Ahmet used
all his knowledge and special skills to bring theeig's love liquids to the
boiling point again and again. The jubilant rhytimwhich they joined almost
made him remember what love was really like, anderian Shazaman confess
that he had now forgotten all the other boys heéhadt lusted after.

Afterwards they fell asleep in close embrace, bokavagain a few hours
later to repeat their successful erotic union wgitiilar luck and happy result.
At the break of dawn the sheik opened his eyes ageaén and for a long time
silently regarded the shapely youth lying at hdesi Then, with great caution,
he mounted the still sleeping Ahmet and let hisiiable zeb find its own way
between the boy's inviting love-domes and in theetventrance port. The boy
did not wake up until the stallion changed fromt tto canter, but then he
happily let himself be ridden once more by the wi&tert horseman.

When at last their passions had cooled and weng lfogether in the great
bed making a light breakfast of grapes and cheasdscakes which had been
placed there the day before, Ibn Shazaman beggnestion Ahmet about his
background.

“I have seen hatred spark in your eyes from timdirte,” the sheik said
gravely, “and you tell me you were trained in trse wf various arms and are a
fine archer and a practiced horseman. You cousilyemake yourself a desert
warrior, and, as for myself, | cannot imagine amghbetter than having you at
my side on horseback on our expeditions as welhake tent when darkness
falls.”

Ahmet admitted he dreamed of escape and often dantelace a knife
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between Daud's ribs, if it was possible to cut tigio the layers of fat, but he
could not imagine how such a thing could be acc@ahpt unless the young
warrior intended to purchase his liberty from tlahbhouse owner.

Having said that the boy grew thoughtful. The lowaking of the previous
night was the first for a very long time that hadegn him any pleasure; it had
released his instinct for self-preservation anchviitthe memory of Kamakan
and his own promise of eternal love. With the barexpanses of his soul so
irrigated by love's reviving waters, he burst iéars and collapsed into Ibn
Shazaman's protective embrace.

“My Ahmet,” the sheik declared, “I would be quiteepared to pay any price
your master demanded, but | cannot bear the thafgfiat Daud profiting from
our love. At the palace all | need do is mentidmatv wish as sole reward for
saving Basra, and you will be free at once.”

When his weeping was over, Ahmet got up and battiedace, then sat
down again on the side of the bed beside Ibn Shazarile thanked the sheik
for his generosity and added that he certainly @dike to accompany the
desert warriors, not just to get away from Daud hiscdbrothel but also because
he found Ibn Shazaman a most pleasant and excitingoanion. His problem,
however, was that the events of the night befor tgen so momentous that
they had crushed the protective shell which he te@fully built around his
soul, and now all the memories of his past lifeevidmoding back.

“If that had not happened,” the boy said, “I wolldve accepted without
hesitation, but even then, after some time, | wcwddte remembered that my
love had been given away. For that reason | nalsyou now that my whole
life from here on must be devoted to finding Kamalegain, for | love him
more than anything in the whole world. So you $eeyuld be leaving you just
as soon as | had news of him or found a tracellmwo Perhaps this would only
happen after a very long time had passed, bututdcalso happen tomorrow.
Now, if you still want me, knowing all this, | sth&le most happy to go with you
into the desert.”

“As sure as Allah rules us all you are an extremelse creature,” Ibn
Shazaman declared, “and you need not fear my waathne look into your eyes
tells me all too clearly that such feelings woultis@ only from offended vanity.
| can tell you that all my heart wants to abducti yeere and now, but had you
not confessed your unshakable love for anotheropebsit waited until you left
me, then my feelings of revenge would surely haeamqoered my love,
crippling it into jealousy. So | dare not bringwwith me because | could not
bear the thought of our inevitable parting.”

Ahmet bent his head as though he were begginghtbi&'s forgiveness, but
Ibn Shazaman gathered him into his strong arms.dd‘lunderstand, noble
Shazaman ,” the boy whispered. “But now that yauehrevived my soul iis
impossible for me to endure this place any londexave your dagger with me,
that | may cut myself a path out of this slavenyo;” he continued with a smile,
“not to end my own life but to kill Daud if necesgar whoever else tries to
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prevent my escape.”

“That's the way, my proud eaglet,” said Shazamatthing the boy's face in
his desert-toughened hands. “You have let fate yifi this way and that all too
long. Now take my dagger and use it with couragkardacity. | shall do more
than leave you a poor gift for your sincere fridmgsand fabulous honesty.
Outside the harbor, in the rocky headlands to théhs there is a little cave
called The Devil's Jaws, because the waters anditiet howl through it like a
lost soul when a storm comes up out of the Gulher& you will find a little
sailboat filled with bread and fruit and a largatleer bag of water. Take it out
just after evening falls and, carried by the nigreezes, you will be far from
Basra when dawn once again breaks across Allaj'sIsknd my warriors will
be leaving this afternoon. If you make your escamight everyone will think
you have come with us and no one will search far gbsea.”

Ahmet fell upon his knees and tried to kiss theilsidhand with heartfelt
gratitude, but Ibn Shazaman lifted the boy at dncleis feet. “The best way to
thank me,” the young warrior said, “is with oneyafur long kisses that makes
the ocean roar in my ears and gives me a tastdaff Raradise will be like after
| fall some day in battle. Farewell, fair Ahmet,damay Allah speed you to the
side of your beloved Kamakan.”

That evening, as the shadows of darkness were fiagino steal across the
Persian sky, fat Daud el-Daud, relaxing in his chara and contemplating the
extraordinary good fortune which in such a shortqaeof time had brought to
his house both the most beautiful bathboy in allstdm and its most renowned
desert warrior, heard a rustle of silk behind hind gurned to see Ahmet
standing in the doorway with a jeweled dagger im nd and his dark eyes
blazing with hatred.

“Ahmet, dear boy, what is the meaning of this?”bdegan, but he got no
farther, for in his bewilderment he put up no resise when Ahmet lept upon
him and drove the dagger into his heart. Thedagtt Daud el-Daud saw, as the
shades of death drew across his soul, was the sfrilerision on the face of the
boy he had come to value almost as much as adjdiis'and all his silver.

Ahmet wiped his dagger on the heaving belly ofdysg master and stole
out of Daud's private entrance onto the street.er@the mingled with the
townspeople making their way home and was never seBasra again.

The boy found the sailboat moored in the cave dallee Devil's Jaws just
as lbn Shazaman had promised. He dropped to lieskand thanked Allah
with all his heart and sent with his thoughts a lhnight full of hot and
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passionate kisses to his benefactor now riding \withwarriors back to the
desert. The fruit and bread were there, and tlgedbavater, too, and Ahmet
noticed that the little boat was tugging at its mieg, driven by some nocturnal
current which seemed anxious to spirit it away. chimbed aboard, released the
bow line and soon he was on the open sea, hoiktingail to a fair wind which
had the ship dancing like a playful child upon ¢her-reflecting waves. Weary,
but happy at last, he stretched out upon the flmanms and soon was sleeping
the deep, blessed sleep of the young and the free.

For three days and three nights Ahmet sailed ddwengreat sea of Persia
and, although he occasionally took the steeringe,ptiie boat seemed to be
guiding itself. Land appeared from time to timehis left or his right; at length
he passed between two headlands some twenty pies dfter that the waves
grew bigger and the skies clouded over. Ahmebnati his water and ate as
little food as possible, supplementing it with thecasional flying fish which
landed, flopping and gasping, upon his deck. Ahnithe dark water was lit
now by a thousand bright and sparkling things, saséiny and brilliant as the
stars above, but others, big and oily and serpket-toiled in the waves and
seemed to have been waiting ever since Allah maedeoceans for some
unfortunate soul to fall overboard.

The wind gathered force. He awakened one morrmn@ind his little craft
hurtling through enormous seas and being tossedt ditmom wave to wave like
a rubber ball in some giant's playful game. Heteped the mast and lashed
himself to the deck. Helplessly he watched a brepkvave wash away his
provisions, and then he was swept by a terriblsiskaess which left him so
exhausted that he didn't really care whether tie lboat stayed afloat or not —
all he wanted was for that terrible motion to stoone in the stormy ocean,
tied to a few flimsy planks without food or wateacing along to some unknown
destination and sick to death, he drifted into unsoiousness.

When Ahmet regained his senses it was pitch-blagtktnbut the ocean was
calm and millions of stars were sprinkled across fimament. He set about
putting things to right as best he could. He lohiet the boat, stripped naked
and wrung out his tunic and breeches and set therhe ropes to dry. And
though there was no breeze whatever and he hadlldss food and drink he
was still of good heart. “When Allah has decidedet me live through such a
terrible storm he surely does not choose to leperésh in a dead-calm sea!” he
thought.

Dawn came with an abruptness which astonished aid, with it a light
breeze. He restepped the mast, and once agaiittidadoat set off over the
tropical sea as though it knew just where it waadee. He was thirsty, now,
and hungry; since the storm he had seen no flygigdlaying about the surface
of the water, and he had had none to eat. Asuhessttled out of a clear sky
into Allah's ocean he thought he saw land ahead.

That night Ahmet took no rest, for he did not wemfetch up upon a foreign
shore asleep. Shortly after the first light of dalegan to appear on the wet
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horizon Ahmet became aware of a roaring in fronhiof and then he saw that
his boat was being driven toward a line of breakénsa moment it was caught
up in white water, lifted with cruel ease and dregpvith a horrible crunch into
a living barrier of coral. The boat stopped degitthed to a sickening angle,
and Ahmet was flung out and tumbled over and owethie wave as it raced
across the reef. A moment later he bobbed to diface, gasping for breath,
and found that the wave had spent itself and he fleasing in the tranquil

waters of a turquoise lagoon. Beyond, in the gnowdaylight, he could make
out palm trees and, stripping off his clothes, bgdm to swim toward the shore.

It took him almost an hour to reach the beach, lapdhen he was nearly
dead with fatigue. He crawled out of the wateynfd a clear brook where he
quenched his thirst and then fell into an exhauskeep in the warming sand.

He slept all that day and all the following nightdawhen the singing of
tropical birds awakened him the next morning hé ¥ednderfully refreshed.
Already his cut legs and bruised hands, his youleshftorn by the wave as it
dragged him across the coral reef, were beginninpdal. The lagoon, he
discovered, was filled with fish and oysters ane plalms back from the beach
were heavy with coconuts. Ahmet ate, then set@meiplore the tropical forest
which seemed so friendly and bounteous. He foltbtie little brook back into
the hills, and it wasn't long before he came tascade where the water tumbled
over a cliff and beside it was a cave. Some instinade him go inside. Here
the light was green and diffused and seemed to doome a million crystals
which lined the walls. So lighted, he followed tindsting passages of the cave
back until they suddenly ended in a smooth wallclwhivhen he put his hand to
it, gave inward silently.

Now Ahmet found himself staring into a large rooemguisitely furnished
with rich carpets and tapestries and precious ke niches along the walls.
He started violently as he heard a familiar voiddrassing him:

“Welcome, Ahmet, you most beautiful of youths! ldano fear but come
inside, for nothing bad is ever going to happenao within these walls.”

Poised, alert, the naked youth stepped throughdtier and froze like a
marble statue carved by a master craftsman, fordstg before him was his
beloved and he knew at once that his search anchdnighs of torment were at
long last over.

“Welcome again, you threefold admirable youth,” sleeing man whispered,
and Ahmet threw himself into his welcoming embracel began to weep with
happiness as though he would never stop. Soonevewquestions started to
pour from him like water from a spring, but the eatlput a finger upon his lips
and said, “You are going to hear everything, mjelifaithful friend, but let us
first of all share bread and wine to seal our uakable friendship.”

They moved out into a garden where the singingimfsbwvas accompanied
by the cool drip of water in a fountain, and thérey were served a marvelous
meal by black servants dressed in the richest.siN#hile Ahmet with moist
eyes and anxious expectation looked into the fatésanost beloved and sorely
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missed friend, the young man commenced his story:

“My real name is Kemal el-Hamid and | am heir te tjreatest sorcerer the
world has ever known. When he died about six notio | had everything:
wealth, power over the earth and sky-jinnies, thestnbeautiful youths to love
me, yet | was obsessed by a single wish: to find tove with and from the
most beautiful boy among all of mankind.”

He gave Ahmet a devoted smile and the boy blushdittles. Kemal
continued with a nod of his head:

“I found him, as you know, and we loved each othéthout him knowing
who | was, and he promised to give me his etereabtion. But ought | to have
believed him? Though his words came from the Heawas still young and his
mettle needed to be tested. Thus your arrow poipbel to the fairie Paribanu
who, upon my command, examined you to see if yasiike of sex with the
female species was real. She has asked me toygivéner regards, with her
most sincere excuses for the treatment you receivéér palace, although she
admits to enjoying most of it.”

Ahmet laughed out loud at the memory of his troshite that importunate
woman's embrace.

“Then, as the rich merchant Ghanem Ben-Ayub, | weitht you at the loss
of your parents, which, despite what was told ta,yb would have been
powerless to prevent. | was also the desert wallsio Shazaman, and when you
declined his offer even during your deepest debasgnall my doubts about
you melted away like mountain snow in the fiercaligint of spring; | was
determined to bring you here in the fastest wayipbs. You have not only met
my fierce demands but surpassed even my wildesthago that now, without
any doubt or hesitation, | want you — no beg yoto -become my friend, my
lover and my sole heir!”

The boy could find no words to express his accaahut he needed none
for his face told Kemal el-Hamid all.

“Beloved Ahmet, from the cup in your hand you haleady drunk the most
precious elixir, which grants a long life and etrpouth. That is both reward
for your unbreakably faithful love and reason foy oruel tests. Eternity is a
very long time, and we both had to know if yourdaould manage it.”

Thereafter Ahmet el-Kafur and Kema el-Hamid sealedr pact with a night
of ecstasy such as can only be experienced by seple whose love is true,
and thus ends the tale of Ahmet, the Treasureris So
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