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Chapter 1 - Lessons






Bahar
grunted as Fat Radwan threw him to the ground. Radwan knelt on his
chest, then slapped him left, right, left. His face stinging, Bahar
struggled to throw off his tormentor. The bully’s gang circled, a
murder of ragged crows, laughing and urging their leader on.

“Smack him again!”

“Use your fists!”

With Bahar’s brother seldom in town, the gang
often attacked the smaller boy. Still, Bahar never backed down from
a fight, even with the odds against him.

Radwan raised his hand to slap the boy again
when two figures burst through the ring of jeering bullies and
catapulted into him, shoving him into the dust. Bahar struggled up
immediately, fists clenched and ready to fight. The untucked end of
his turban drooped over one eye. Although he reeled from the slaps,
his ears ringing and vision obscured, Bahar didn’t need to look to
know his rescuers were Faiza and Harib.

They stood back-to-back, facing Radwan’s
thugs. Bahar pushed the end of the turban out of his face and
whispered, “I’ll take Radwan and Ali if you two handle the other
three.”

“Yeah, sure, Bahar,” Faiza replied. “It’s not
likely any of us can handle any of them.”

Radwan sneered. “Need a girl to save you,
Bahar?”

Faiza, a farmer’s daughter, shook back her long,
black hair and raised her fists. “Try me, fat head.”

Slapping the dust off his clothes, Radwan glowered at
the three friends. “You’re really going to get it now,” he
threatened, raising a fist, “I’m going to―”

“Ah, there you are, my students. You’re late for
class,” intoned a deep voice halting Radwan in mid-threat. A tall,
gray-bearded figure stepped into the ring of youths. His ragged,
once-white robes swept the sandy path as he took Faiza and Harib by
the shoulders and pushed them through the circle. “Come along, come
along. You too, Bahar. Mustn’t be late.”

The gang reluctantly parted to let Master Wafa pass
through. The village’s resident magician ushered his students away.
From a safe distance, Bahar turned back and made a very insulting
gesture at Radwan. Wafa’s wise old eyes twinkled as he pretended
not to notice. “They say,” he stated to no one in particular, “that
a brave man fights when he must, but a wise man waits to fight
until the odds are favorable . . . or at least even.”

“I could have taken him,” Bahar said, glancing over
his shoulder.

“Oh, yes, I could see that,” Master Wafa replied
gravely. A slight smile belied the serious tone of his voice.

The three students followed their teacher and mentor
north along the longer of the village’s two streets, then turned
east at the town’s common well into the lane leading to the school.
The village, Luchior, little more than a handful of mud-daubed
houses, surrounded a shallow well set in its central square. As a
watering stop along the north-south caravan route, it supported a
bakery, an inn of sorts, and a blacksmith shop.

They arrived at Wafa’s home. The one-room school, a
rough shed, stood next to Wafa’s small, whitewashed house at the
end of the east lane. Much cooler than outside, it was almost
pleasant, because of the shade provided by the single palm tree in
the courtyard. In the moderate seasons, Wafa often held class
outside in the tree's shade. It also provided shelter from the
infrequent rainstorms that blew in from the Great Sea.

“All right, children. Take your places, please.” The
three friends grabbed their slates and chalk from a shelf and sat
cross-legged on the cushions that served as chairs. Wafa’s
classroom had few amenities.

Picking up a piece of ochre-colored chalk from the
same shelf, Wafa walked to one end of the classroom. “Let us
continue where we left off yesterday. We have identified three
types of magic.” He counted them off on his fingers. “First,
natural magic. Second, demonic. And lastly, learned magic, which
has given us many useful things, such as the use of herbs for
healing or casting spells of affinity. Now, we will discuss another
aspect.”

He turned to the whitewashed wall and wrote:

 


MAGICAL BEASTS

 


The three students dutifully copied the words on
their slates and waited for him to continue.

“The gods have filled the world with beasts of all
kinds. Most are simply animals possessing no magic beyond the
miracle of their existence. Some, however, either have real magic
or are in and of themselves magical. Can any of you give me an
example of either type of magical beast?”

Faiza’s arm shot into the air. Wafa smiled at her,
but he looked to Bahar for an answer.

“Uh, flying horses?” Bahar ventured.

“Very good, Bahar, very good indeed. Flying horses
belong in the category of beasts with magical talents. You will
also find in this category beasts of intellect―talking animals, for
instance―and those with talents similar to the horse’s ability to
fly. An extraordinary capability housed within a natural animal
exhibits the presence of magic.”

Faiza held her hand up again. “Yes, Faiza?”

“Master Wafa, what about the Simurghs? What category
are they in?”

“A very good question, Faiza. I see you’ve been
studying on your own. However, Simurgh is the proper plural, since
the ancient word translates as ‘thirty birds’.”

Master Wafa paused in thought, then said, “The
Simurgh, on the surface, appear to be natural creatures with
extraordinary talents, similar to the Vizier’s eagle, Sulawesi, who
possesses the power of speech, but is essentially a natural eagle.
Unlike the eagle, however, the Simurgh are true magical
creatures.”

“What else makes the Simurgh so special, Master
Wafa?” Harib asked.

“The Simurgh is a tutelary creature,” Wafa said. “It
is so old that, according to legend, it has seen the world
destroyed three times over.” Wafa folded his long fingers around
the chalk, holding his hands against his chest. “Many believe it
has learned so much that it possesses the knowledge of all the
ages―a great teacher and a guardian. The Simurgh simply are. In the
past for all of eternity and in the future for all of
eternity.”

Faiza’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “If they are
teachers, what do they teach?”

“Oh, everything!” Wafa said. “I have also heard they
can tell a person’s future. Again, this has not been proven.”

This time Bahar raised his hand. “Are there lots of
them?”

“No one knows for sure. More than one, but most
believe their numbers are few.”

“Where do they live?” Harib asked.

Master Wafa waved his hand toward the east.
“Somewhere in the mountains. Texts say that they live near water,
so I imagine they nest by a lake, river, or stream. Like their
numbers, no one knows for sure.”

Faiza raised her hand again. “What do they look
like?”

Master Wafa picked up the Magicalis Bestialis,
thumbed through the pages, then turned the book toward his
students. “Ah, here’s an artist’s concept, but we do not know how
accurate it is. The stories say they look something like a peacock,
but much larger, standing as tall as a man. They have arms as well
as wings. And hands, you see, to hold their books and scrolls for
reading.” Master Wafa chuckled. “Of course, they’re not as noisy as
peacocks, since they live quiet, contemplative lives.” He cleared
his throat and continued, “That’s enough about the Simurgh, for
now. We have other creatures to consider.”

He went on to describe several more magical beasts,
told of only in legend and tales. Wafa knew some to exist, such as
the Vizier’s eagle, and others reported on good authority: the
Sultan of Semidor’s flying horse, for instance, and the winged mare
owned by a young girl living on the other side of the mountains.
Others, like the Simurgh, were only rumored.

The sun edged its path toward the western horizon.
Master Wafa put down his chalk and wiped his hands on his robe.
Faiza, Harib and Bahar set their slates and chalk back on the
shelf. As they filed out the door, Wafa called out to them. “We
will have a new student tomorrow. A young man about your age will
be joining us.” They stopped as one and turned back to face
him.

“Who is it?” Bahar asked.

“He’s new in the village,” Wafa replied. “As you all
know, Ahmajd the baker lost his son last year. He has purchased a
boy from the slave market. He does not, however, intend to treat
him as such. In fact, he has named the boy Parviz, after his dead
son. Ahmajd wishes me to educate the lad, so he will be starting
class tomorrow.”

“That’s good of Ahmajd. He could just treat him like
a slave,” Faiza said, then paused and thought for a second. “But
why did Ahmajd name him Parviz? Doesn’t he already have a
name?”

“His former owner just called him Boy, so Ahmajd was
free to name him. The lad arrived this afternoon with the caravan
from Gamaal,” Wafa replied.

“The caravan has arrived?” Bahar said with excitement
in his voice. “I should get home. Sayid will be expecting me.”

With that, the three students hurried out, each
heading for their homes, their chores, and their families.

* * *

Master Wafa sat at the small table that served him
for both dining and desk. One of his prized books, the Magicalis
Bestialis lay on the table before him, open to the section on
the Simurgh. If only they were real. Wafa sighed. His
advancing years never dimmed the hope that someday he would know
for certain that such magical beasts truly existed.

The stories he had heard of Baakir, the flying,
fire-breathing horse stabled in the Sultan’s palace, helped to keep
that hope alive. Still, he longed to meet such a creature, to see
it with his own eyes.

He sighed again and stood. He moved into the bare
kitchen and carried a bowl of fruit back to the table. In this tiny
village, there was not much chance of seeing anything magical. Wafa
had long ago accepted the fact that he would never be a great or
powerful mage. A competent magician in an average sort of way, he
could cure most common ailments, cast a spell to clear the air
after a sandstorm, find lost livestock, and, sometimes, water. He
could even generate a few small curses, though he seldom chose to
do so.

Peeling an orange, he stared, unseeing, at his
whitewashed walls, smudged with ochre chalk. His students provided
the greatest joy in his life. A mediocre magician though he might
be, Wafa was a born teacher. His pupils made jokes about him
‘putting on his teaching voice,’ but when he did, they listened.
Although Wafa had always longed to meet a magical creature or two,
what he really wanted was for one or more of his students to have
the opportunities he had missed.

He thought about his three students, and wondered
about the new boy. Would any of them become adept? Would any of
them ever meet a flying horse, a demon or a Djinn? Most of the
village children came to his school only until they were eight or
nine, then family duties called them away.

Harib, the
son of a rich merchant, was the only one free to do as he pleased.
He attended school to be with his friends. Left mostly to his own
devices when his mother died, Harib had come to the school out of
curiosity and boredom. He met Faiza and Bahar there, and the three
of them soon formed a close friendship. School was easy for Faiza
and Harib, however, Bahar struggled a bit. They had all mastered
the basics of reading and arithmetic and were now engrossed in
learning what they could of the magical arts.

Wafa looked down at the Magicalis Bestialis
and picked up an orange pip he had dropped. He closed the book and
put it aside.

Bahar, too, lived mostly on his own. Although an
indifferent student, he preferred staying in Wafa’s classroom with
his friends to begging in the streets. Still, he had his
strengths―the fastest runner in the village, he could easily
outdistance the bullies, but his bravado made him face them
instead.

Faiza neared the age when Wafa would reluctantly
release her to help take care of her father’s household, although
he knew the girl really wanted to continue her education. He
thought it most unfair that just because she was a girl her parents
expected her to stay home and help raise her younger siblings. Soon
it would be time for her to marry and have children of her own.

With her almond eyes and long, dark hair, she was
pretty enough to attract a prince, but with her parents’ low
standing, the best she could do would be to marry a merchant.
Particularly sad, Wafa thought, because of his three students,
Faiza was the only one with a real talent for magic.

This talent provided the reason she was still in
school. The herbs and simple cures she had already learned from
Wafa earned a few extra coins for her family, so her parents
considered Wafa’s classroom a better use of her time than doing
laundry . . . for now. All too soon, they would take her out of his
school and marry her off to some merchant or farmer.

Such a waste.

 


 


 



Chapter 2 - New Boy in Town






Faiza met Harib walking to Master Wafa’s house the
next afternoon. “Where’s Bahar?” she asked, looking around the
dusty square.

“Probably with Sayid. You know Bahar likes to spend
time with his brother when he’s home.”

“True. Still, it’s too bad he won’t be at school to
meet the new boy. What was his name?” Faiza thought for a second,
“Oh yes, Parviz.”

Faiza knew she would have to control her curiosity,
but she had a lot of questions about the new boy. What would he be
like? Would he fit in with her little group, or would he be another
Radwan? How did you act around someone who was a slave? Slaves were
a fact of life in Faiza’s world, but she didn’t know any
personally. Her family was much too poor to own one. Master Wafa,
she knew, didn’t approve of slavery at all, though he said little
about it. She thought Harib might know.

“Harib?” she asked, “How do you act around your
father’s slaves? Do you talk to them? Do you tell them what to
do?”

He thought for a minute. “Mostly I don’t. I mean,
they’re pretty busy and don’t have time to talk to anybody.
Besides, they’re older than me. Lateef is the one who tells them
what to do.”

“Is Lateef a slave?”

“He used to be. Father freed him before I was born. I
guess he was going to leave once, but then Mother died, and he
stayed on as majordomo to run the household and look after me.”

They saw Master Wafa talking to a tall, dark-haired
boy in the courtyard.

“That must be him,” Harib said.

Faiza looked the new boy up and down and nodded her
head. “No doubt. He must be older than us. He’s almost as tall as
Master Wafa.”

When they stepped through the stone archway into the
courtyard, Master Wafa looked up and beckoned them over. “It’s
cooler today. We’ll have class out here,” he said. “Introductions
first, however. Faiza, Harib, this is Parviz, Ahmajd’s new, uh,
son.”

Harib held out his hand. Parviz hesitated a second
before grasping his forearm in greeting.

“I’m pleased to meet you,” he said. Then he released
Harib’s arm, turned to Faiza and salaamed. “My lady.”

Faiza smothered a giggle. No one had ever called her
‘lady’ before, and probably never would again. It pleased her.
Besides, she liked what she saw. Parviz was very good-looking. Even
so, she noticed little warmth in his dark eyes, no matter how
attractive they were.

“Thank you for your respect,” she replied. “I’m
hardly a lady, but I appreciate the thought.”

Master Wafa smiled at his pupils and rubbed his hands
together. “I assume that Bahar will be spending time with his
brother instead of joining us this afternoon. As well he should;
they have so little time together. Now, go get your slates so we
can begin. Bring Bahar’s slate, Faiza. Parviz can use it
today.”

Harib and Faiza entered the dimly-lit classroom,
retrieved the writing slates and chalk from the shelf and returned
to the courtyard. Handing Bahar’s slate and a piece of chalk to
Parviz, Faiza settled herself on one of the cushions that Wafa had
brought outside from the classroom.

She would have been quite content to sit on the
courtyard’s stone floor. The boys plunked down on their own
cushions.

Parviz leaned over to Faiza. “What’s this for?” he
whispered, holding up the slate and chalk.

“To write notes on Master Wafa’s lecture,” she
replied. “We can’t afford paper, so writing on the slate helps us
to remember what he tells us.” She sighed. “Real paper would be
nice. Then we could keep our notes as long as we wanted.”

Overhearing this, Wafa smiled slightly. “Faiza,” he
said gently, “a magician needs a good memory. You must sharpen your
mind through practice.”

“Yes, Master Wafa,” Faiza answered politely. Still,
she really did wish she could write on real paper for a change.

“Now, where were we? Ah, yes. Magical creatures.”

Faiza smothered a giggle. Master Wafa’s own memory
wasn’t so sharp sometimes.

Wafa went on to briefly describe several more magical
beasts: the Catoblepas, a bull with scales; the Gryphon, with
wings, a lion’s body and a serpent’s tail; the Ouzeleum bird, which
flew backwards in order to know where it had been. The world held
many strange and wondrous creatures. Few had seen any of them, but
the many tales clearly suggested they existed. Master Wafa himself
had seen an Ouzeleum bird flying high overhead, or at least thought
he had.

Faiza carefully wrote down the name and description
of each animal, studied it for a moment, then wiped her slate clean
for the next one. As usual, Harib just doodled pictures of the
creatures Wafa described. She noticed that Parviz didn’t use the
slate at all and wondered if he could write.

Her mind began to wander in the middle of Wafa’s
lecture. Where was Parviz from? How did he become a slave? There
were lots of things she wanted to ask him, but thought she’d better
let him bring it up himself. Faiza didn’t usually make quick
judgments about people, but she already had the impression that
Parviz didn’t want to talk about himself. He was polite enough, but
he had an air about him that made her think he kept people at a
distance. Probably had something to do with being a slave, she
decided, turning her attention back to Master Wafa’s lecture.

After the lesson, the three students wandered down
the street toward the village square. Parviz asked questions about
the villagers and the surrounding countryside. Faiza and Harib
warned him about Radwan and his gang, and pointed out the place at
the north end of the street where they usually hung out.

“That’s good to know,” Parviz said, looking over the
area they indicated. “I don’t want any trouble with them. Or
anybody, for that matter,” he added.

“Do you have time to stop at Bahar’s house with us?
He skipped class today because his big brother is home. His
brother’s a camel driver with the caravan.”

“Sayid?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I met him on the caravan. He seems a good man. He
treated me well, anyway.” Parviz looked down at the ground and said
under his breath, “For a slave.”

Faiza looked over at him, sympathy in her eyes. He
must have had a hard life until now, she thought. She wouldn’t say
anything yet, or ask him about it; best to wait until they knew
each other better.

“Well, good then,” she said, nodding. “Let’s stop by
to say hello.”

“Sure. That’d be great, and I’d like to meet Bahar,
too.” The tall boy paused. “I’m not sure how to act. Let me know if
I’m being rude.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Faiza replied. When Parviz
turned away, she nodded to herself, pleased that Parviz wanted to
fit in. She caught up with him. As they walked, she pointed out who
lived in each house along the way and told him what they did in the
village.

 


 


 



Chapter 3 - Wafa Disappears






The next day they met at the village square just
after noon. Heat waves shimmered in the air and the brilliant
sunlight bleached all color from the dusty street and the mud-brick
houses. Hardly a breeze stirred, much less any human or
animal.

The four students trudged toward Master Wafa’s
without speaking. Finally, Faiza broke the silence. “It’s too hot.
The classroom will be unbearable.”

“Maybe he’ll let us off today,” Bahar replied
hopefully.

“I doubt it. He doesn’t even notice the heat. Matter
of fact, he likes it even hotter. Says his old bones don’t ache so
much when it’s warm.” Faiza shaded her eyes and squinted toward the
arched entryway to Master Wafa’s walled courtyard. The old magician
often waited for them sitting on a stool by the entrance. He wasn’t
there today.

“Yeah. I suppose,” Bahar answered after a few
seconds.

“Yeah, what?” Faiza shook her head to clear it. The
heat was making her dizzy.

“What you said.”

“Oh.”

One by one, they stepped through the archway into the
courtyard. The air hung heavy with the heat, and only the hum of
insects broke the silence. The door into Wafa’s house hung
open.

Faiza thought this strange. “He’d not leave the door
open; it lets in the heat.”

Bahar glanced around the courtyard, then said, “You
wait here, I’ll look.” He entered the house while the other three
gathered under the palm tree for whatever relief its shade could
provide. Faiza soon grew impatient; Bahar was taking a long time
inside. She was just about to go in after him when he appeared in
the doorway.

“He’s not here!”

“Should we wait outside for him?” Parviz asked. “What
is the proper thing to do?”

“No, we can wait inside. He should be back soon,”
Faiza replied. Bahar stepped aside as she walked through the open
door. Harib and Parviz followed close behind her.

“Goodness. It’s hotter in here than outside,” Faiza
said, fanning her face. “Close the door, Harib. Maybe it will cool
off some.”

Harib reached for the door string and gave it a tug.
The top hinge broke free and the door slumped across the
opening.

Startled, Harib gasped, “Uh oh, I didn’t mean to
break it!”

Parviz examined the hinges. “You didn’t. Someone
already pulled the hinge right out of the wall.”

“Something’s wrong here,” Harib voiced what they were
all thinking. Master Wafa usually kept his home neat as a pin, but
not today. Besides the broken door, someone had scattered Wafa’s
possessions on the floor. The chair was askew from the table and
the curtain partially pulled back from the alcove where he had his
bed.

Harib continued, “Maybe he had to leave in a hurry.
Maybe somebody got hurt or something.”

Faiza considered this, then answered slowly, “Maybe,
but he didn’t take his medicine bag. Let’s check with the
neighbors. Could be someone saw him leave.”

They filed out through the courtyard and turned left
into the lane. The inn three doors down showed the only signs of
activity, so they headed there. The public room was dark and cool
after the stifling heat outside. The four friends clustered just
inside the door while their eyes adjusted to the dim light. Bahar
carefully latched the door behind them to keep out the heat.

“What do you kids want?” Faluj, the innkeeper asked
when they entered.

Harib stepped forward to do the talking. His father’s
status in the village guaranteed that Faluj would pay more
attention to him than any of the others.

After salaaming to show his respect, Harib told the
innkeeper, “We’re looking for Master Wafa. We were supposed to have
lessons from him this afternoon, but he’s not at home, and his door
is broken. We’re worried. Do you know anything?” he asked

Faluj rubbed his stubbled chin for a moment in
thought. “There may be no connection, but some mountain nomads came
in here last night. I overheard one of them say that their
chieftain’s son was sick.” He shrugged, “Maybe they wanted Wafa to
treat him.”

“Could be,” Bahar agreed, “But it doesn’t look like
he left voluntarily.”

“That’s right.” Faiza didn’t try to keep the concern
out of her voice. “His medicine bag was still on the shelf. He
wouldn’t go to treat someone without his potions.”

The four exchanged worried glances. There might be
some innocent explanation for all of this, but it didn’t look good.
What could have happened to their teacher?

“Thank you, Aqa Faluj,” Faiza said, bowing to show
her respect. She then turned toward the door, and the boys followed
her.

They stopped just outside the inn entrance. No one
spoke for a moment. Finally, Faiza said, “Let’s go back to Master
Wafa’s. I’d like to look around to see if . . . well, I don’t know.
Maybe we’ll find something.”

The others nodded, and they walked back up the lane
to Wafa’s house. Entering the main room, they spread out and began
looking for anything that might give them a clue to what
happened.

Parviz picked up a book from the floor and was about
to close it, when Faiza glanced over and took it from his
hands.

“The Magicalis Bestialis. Look! It’s open to
the page on the Simurgh.”

“What’s a Simurgh?” Parviz asked.

“Master Wafa told us about the Simurgh before you
arrived, Parviz,” Faiza answered. “They’re magical birds with great
knowledge. It might be just an accident that it’s open to this
page.” Faiza looked closely at the book. “But look here!” she said,
pointing at a faint mark across the ancient drawing of the
Simurgh.

Parviz examined the mark on the page. “It looks like
it was done with chalk. What do you think?”

“Yes, it’s chalk all right. However, I can’t imagine
Master Wafa drawing on any of his books, especially not this one.
He told me once that it was very old, and I know he always takes
very good care of it.”

Faiza drew her finger along the chalked lines that
formed an X across the picture. She tapped her finger on it. “I
think it’s a message to us.”

“You mean he’s gone looking for these Simurgh
creatures?”

“No,” Faiza drew a deep breath. “He wants us
to find them!”

“What are you talking about? Nobody knows where the
Simurgh live, much less how to get there,” Harib said, shaking his
head.

“I know, but look at the book. It says the Simurgh
nest in the mountains. Well, the mountains are only a day’s trek to
the east. Why not there?”

“There are lots of mountains in the world,” Bahar
replied. “What makes you think those mountains are the right
ones?”

Faiza shook her head. “I don’t know. Still, Master
Wafa left this book open to this page and even marked it with
chalk! He must be trying to tell us something.”

“He couldn’t mean for us to search by ourselves. We
have to tell a grownup,” Harib said reasonably.

“Tell who? Harib, your father is hardly ever around.
Bahar’s brother has to go with the caravan. Parviz’s new father . .
. What do you think, Parviz? Would Ahmajd agree to go looking for
Master Wafa?”

“I couldn’t say,” Parviz snorted. “I haven’t known
Ahmajd long enough to know what he’d say.”

Faiza turned away so that Parviz wouldn’t see the
pity in her eyes. At least she had both parents. This poor boy has
never known his family. Her heart went out to him, but she could do
nothing to help.

She looked at Harib when he said, “Ahmajd is a good
man, but he’s hardly the type to run off after mountain raiders.
Matter of fact, I can’t think of anyone in the whole village who’d
even consider it. You heard Faluj. He didn’t even suggest forming a
search party. I don’t think anybody is going to do anything.” Faiza
bit her lip in frustration. The villagers lacked any adventurous
spirit. Most preferred to live their lives as quietly and safely as
they could.

Leaning over the table, Parviz stared thoughtfully at
the open page of the book. “I haven’t had the chance to get to know
Master Wafa, or anybody else yet, but I have a feeling that Faiza
is on the right track. Still, I think he just meant for us to
search for him in the mountains, not go looking for these
birds.”

Bahar stood looking down at his feet, lost in
thought. Now he lifted his head to look at Parviz for a second,
then turned to Harib. “How about you, Harib? What do you
think?”

Harib sighed and scratched his head, then said, “I
agree with Parviz. But we can’t go charging into the raider’s camp
and tell them to give him back. They’d just laugh at us . . . or
worse.”

Parviz nodded. “However, we can at least try to track
where he is. If we find some evidence, we can come back to tell the
village elders.”

“All right. I’ll concede that Master Wafa was just
directing us to the mountains, but we still need to figure out how
to get started,” Faiza said. “Once we convince our parents,” she
continued, glancing at Bahar, “or brother, to let us go, we can
work out the rest ourselves.”

Parviz stared at her, then gave a short bark of a
laugh. “What makes you think you’re going? This is going to be hard
enough without having a girl tagging along. That’s the last thing
we need!”

Faiza glared at Parviz, her face flushed with anger.
“I can take care of myself! Nobody has to watch out for me! Least
of all some slave boy!” she shouted at Parviz. She regretted the
last comment the moment she said it. Still, it didn’t make her any
less angry that these boys she thought were her friends, would so
casually dismiss her just because she was a girl.

“You have no call―” Parviz began, then shut his
mouth. He looked at Harib and Bahar, who were both studying their
feet with intense interest.

Bahar looked up at him, then over at Faiza and
shrugged. “Sorry Faiza, I have to agree with Parviz. I . . . I just
don’t want you to get hurt.”

Faiza turned to Harib. “Well? Do you agree as
well?”

The boy’s face reddened, and he wouldn’t meet her
eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

She glared at each of them in turn, then spun on her
heel and stormed out of the house, her fists clenched and her head
high. Stiff-backed, she marched across the tiny courtyard and
through the archway. Only when hidden by the wall, did her
shoulders slump and the tears begin to flow.

















Chapter 4 - Lies and Plans






As usual, Harib’s father was not at home. Lateef,
the majordomo, sat at a table in the kitchen, checking a list of
items needing his attention. He looked up and smiled in greeting
when Harib entered the room.

“Where is my father today?” Harib asked. When he was
younger, Harib always knew where his father’s business had taken
him. He kept track on a crude map he drew on the wall of his
bedroom. When his father returned from one of his journeys, Harib
would ask about the places he had been and what he had seen and
done. The merchant’s abrupt answers weren’t unkind, just the
responses of a very busy man who thought too little about his only
son.

Eventually, Harib quit asking. He knew that his
father loved him, in a detached sort of way, but sometimes he felt
like he might as well be an orphan like Bahar. The only real
difference between him and Bahar was money. Harib’s father was
wealthy; Bahar’s brother only getting by.

“Let’s see,” said Lateef, checking his master’s
schedule, “This is the fifteenth of the month, so he’s either still
in Semidor or just starting on his way to Gamaal.”

“What is it this trip? Silk, spices, or trading
gems?”

Lateef shook his head. “The Sultan has issued a new
gold coin. Your father intends to obtain some before he travels on
to Gamaal.” Unfailingly polite, he added, “Is there some way I may
be of service?”

“Never mind. It’s not important. I just wanted to
send my father a message. I’m going on a journey with Master Wafa,
and I wanted him to know I would be gone for a few days.” Harib
hated to lie, especially to Lateef, but he knew that the majordomo
would only allow him to leave if he was with an adult. Lateef took
all of his duties very seriously, and one of them, he felt, was
keeping track of his master’s son.

“Didn’t I hear that mountain nomads had kidnapped
Master Wafa?”

Harib mentally kicked himself. He should have known
that news of Wafa’s disappearance would have already spread through
the village.

“Ah, did I say Wafa? No, I meant to say, uh, Ahmajd.
He’s taking his new son on a trip to, ah, to Khaddiff, and has
invited me to come along. I thought it would be fun.”

The majordomo looked at him thoughtfully. “Will Aqa
Ahmajd be stopping by to give us this news?”

Harib stuttered, “Um, he―” What excuse could he use
why Ahmajd would not be doing any such thing? “Um, he’s very busy
getting ready for the trip. Very busy. We’ll be leaving early in
the morning, so he has no time to come by.”

That did not appear to convince Lateef. “I see.
Perhaps he could send a message.”

Harib gave up. He was a terrible liar, but perhaps he
could get away with a half-truth.

“Uh, look. I’m going on a trip, but I’ll be with
Parviz, Ahmajd’s new son. And Bahar. His brother will be with us.
We are going to search for Master Wafa. I think some men will be
coming, but I don’t know who.”

“You disappoint me, Harib. It would sadden your
father to learn that you lied to me. As it does me. We have both
tried to teach you better.”

Frustrated, Harib stamped his foot. “I don’t want to
argue! When my father is gone, I am master in this house, and you
will do as I say! I will need supplies and equipment for the
journey. Prepare them at once!”

Lateef stiffened, his face expressionless and his
eyes unreadable. Then he bowed. “As you wish, young master.
I will attend to it immediately.”

Harib cringed inside. What had he done? In his
father’s absences, Lateef had practically raised him. Lateef was a
freed man who stayed with the household out of loyalty to his
father and, he had to admit, concern for him. Yet Harib had ordered
him about like the slave he used to be. What was worse, Lateef had
obeyed without argument. Feeling empty inside, Harib headed to his
room to pack his clothes for the trip.

Bahar rushed into the little house he shared with his
brother to find Sayid sitting at the table counting coins into
piles. “Look, my brother,” he said, gesturing at the stacks of
coins, “I did well on this trip. I received a bonus for watching
out for Ahmajd’s boy.”

“Sayid, did you hear? Master Wafa has disappeared.
Some say mountain raiders kidnapped him!”

Sayid’s head snapped up. “No, I had not heard. What
will the village do?”

Bahar said, “As far as I can tell, nothing. At least
I haven’t heard any plans. Harib and I, and now Parviz, are his
students, so we must do something even if nobody else will.” Harib
straightened his back and announced, “It is our responsibility to
help our Master, so we are going to search for him. Will you help
us?”

“How can I? The caravan leaves again in the
morning.”

“That’s perfect! We want to go with the caravan to
the foot of the mountains. You could talk the caravan master into
letting us come along.”

Sayid shook his head, but grinned as he did. “Leave
it to you, little brother, to come up with a crazy adventure and
try to drag me into it.”

He paused, thinking it over, then continued, “Why
not? I can always use help with the camels. Here’s what I’ll do.
I’ll tell the caravan master I’m teaching you and your friends how
to work with camels. And that’s exactly what I’ll do. Since you
bring your own supplies, he won’t mind if I take you along. Fair
enough?”

“Fair enough! Harib is rich, I’ll bet he can get
everything we need.” Bahar put out his hand, and they shook on the
deal.

Sayid clasped his brother’s hand. “But mind that you
don’t try to take on the raiders yourself. If you find Master Wafa,
come back home and get some help.”

“Sayid! I’m surprised you’d think I was that stupid,”
Bahar said, but with a smile showing he didn’t believe his brother
thought such a thing.

“All right, little brother, I’ll get you and your
friends as far as the foothills. After that, you’re on your own. I
hope you can keep out of trouble!”

Parviz had no idea how to approach Ahmajd about going
on the search. He walked toward the bakery, hoping to catch the
baker before he started for home.

Ahmajd was just closing the shop when Parviz
arrived.

“Aqa, uh, father, may I speak?”

Ahmajd smiled at his new son, “Of course, Parviz,” he
said, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Parviz resisted the
urge to shrug it off. He wasn’t used to being touched, and it made
him uncomfortable.

“Have you heard about Master Wafa?”

Ahmajd nodded slowly. “Yes, it’s all over town. Some
of us met at the inn to talk over what we should do. Unfortunately,
the only thing we could agree on was to send word to the Sultan,
and hope that he will provide soldiers to help us.”

“You mean no one is willing to organize a
search?”

“Please try to understand, Parviz. The mountain
nomads are a fierce people. If they have taken Master Wafa, for
whatever reason, they will not give him up just because we ask.
There would be fighting, and we have no experience at such things.”
Ahmajd shook his head, his face grim. “For that matter, we have no
weapons with which to fight. No. Letting the Sultan take care of
this matter is best. I’m sure he will send soldiers as soon as he
hears a village magician needs saving.”

“But that will be too late!” Parviz protested. “If we
wait until the soldiers get here, the raiders could take Wafa
anywhere, and we’d never find him.”

Ahmajd sighed. “I know, I know, but we really have no
other choice. I am no warrior, Parviz, and neither are any of the
other men. The only thing I could do with a sword is slice a loaf
of bread. No. We will wait for the soldiers.”

Parviz could see that his would-be father would never
agree to what he and the others had planned. Unless. . . .

“There is another choice, father,” he said, thinking
fast, “Harib’s father has sent word that he will pay the expenses
for a search party. Bahar’s brother and some other men from the
caravan are willing to go.” Parviz figured that by the time Ahmajd
learned that none of this was true, he and the others would be well
on their way. Maybe he could make amends later.

“It could still be dangerous, Parviz―”

Parviz’s temper took over. “Father!” he flared, “It’s
not like we’ll be looking for trouble! If we find the raiders,
we’ll send word to the soldiers. That’s all! I am seventeen
summers. You should treat me like a man, not a child!”

Taken aback by the outburst, Ahmajd stared at his new
son. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea, Parviz, but if it’s
that important to you―” He paused, as if unsure of what he wanted
to say.

“Thank you, father,” Parviz jumped in to stop any
further questions. “I’ll go get ready for the journey.” He turned
away so that Ahmajd would not see the triumph in his eyes.

* * *

Faiza didn’t quit running until she was well away
from Wafa’s house. Head down and feet dragging, she trudged toward
home. Her tears had stopped, but the hurt and anger wouldn’t go
away. It was so unfair! Just because she was a girl, the boys she
thought were her friends didn’t want her along. She didn’t need
anybody ‘looking out’ for her. She could take care of herself just
as well as any of them. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair!

The house was quiet when she arrived. She’d almost
kicked the door, but thought better of it at the last second. Her
mother might be resting. She walked into a dark room, the windows
shuttered against the heat. Standing just inside while her eyes
adjusted to the dimness, she couldn’t hear any signs of life. With
her large family, somebody was usually home, but apparently not
today.

She pulled back the blanket that closed off the space
where her brothers slept. Nobody. She looked in the area she shared
with her sisters. Again, nobody. Only two other rooms completed the
house―the small bedroom where her parents slept and the kitchen.
The doors to both rooms stood open. No one was inside either
one.

How strange to walk into two empty houses in a single
day. She stood in the center of the room, trying to think of a
reason for everybody to be gone. The outer door swung open,
interrupting her thoughts. Her older brother, Ali, stepped inside,
his face split in an ear-to-ear grin.

The air whooshed out of her lungs, and only then did
she realize that she’d been holding her breath.

“Ali, where is everybody?”

“About time you got home, sister. I came back to tell
you.”

“Tell me what? Came back from where? What’s going
on?” Faiza demanded, fists planted on her hips.

“Father got a job! A big farm north of here is
planting new fields and needs more workers. The owner hired father
to oversee the planting. Mother is going to cook.”

“That’s wonderful! But why so sudden, and where are
the kids?”

“That’s what I came back to tell you. Father and
Mother went north with the owner. The other kids went to stay with
Grandmother, and I’m going north right now!” Ali was fairly
vibrating with excitement. “I have a job, too!” This was great
news. With almost the entire family working, maybe they’d finally
have enough to live on. Then another thought hit her.

“Ali, what about me? What am I supposed to do?”

He stopped, already halfway out the door. “Oops,
almost forgot. Mother said you’re to pack whatever you can load on
a donkey and follow along. They’ve hired you, too! You have to go
to the inn to get the donkey. It’s all arranged.”

“Fine! I’ll have to clean up here after I pack
everything. Tell Mother I’ll follow in a day or two.”

“Did Father tell Ahmajd?” The baker was also their
landlord.

“I’m going there next. Just let him know when
everything is cleared out.”

“I will, Ali. Go ahead. I’ll take care of everything
here.”

Ali nodded and rushed out. Faiza stood still a
moment, enjoying the unusual quiet. Without the younger children in
the house, it was strangely peaceful. She looked around, trying to
decide where to start. Clothing first, she thought, then
kitchenware. She took a step toward her sleeping area, then stopped
in her tracks.

This was her chance! Probably the only one she would
get. She changed direction and went into the boy’s area and started
pawing through the clothing there. She and Ali were almost the same
size. She thought his trousers should fit her just fine. In a hurry
now, she pulled off her long dress and donned her brother’s
clothes.

 


 


 



Chapter 5 - The Quest Begins

 


The night’s chill was still in the air when Parviz,
Bahar and Harib made their way to the caravan staging area. The rim
of the sun had just edged above the mountains when they finally
found Sayid in the line of drovers and kneeling camels. Bahar’s
brother was busily loading packs on the backs of three camels.

The caravan master, a large man wearing the black
robes and headdress of a nomad stood at the head of the line of
camels. The snorting and braying of the beasts echoed off the
nearby houses. The master had to shout to be heard above the din as
he worked to bring order out of the swirling, dusty chaos that was
a caravan preparing to move. The drivers and tenders scurried up
and down the line, adjusting and sometimes rearranging the massive
loads that the camels would be carrying for the next two weeks. Not
all of the loads were the same size or weight. The caravan master
knew his animals well, and understood exactly how much each beast
would carry without balking.

“No, no, you idiot! Bathsheba can’t carry that. Move
those grain bags to Akim!” A driver rushed to do his bidding.

Sayid led the boys to the head of the line. Careful
to stay out of the caravan master’s way, he waited for the man to
acknowledge him. As he had instructed them, the three stood behind
Sayid, wide-eyed at the noisy, frenetic activity around them.

Finally, the nomad glanced over his shoulder at
Sayid, then turned to face them. “Well, what do you want? And who
are these children?”

Sayid salaamed. Then, pointing to Bahar, he said,
“Master, this is my brother, Bahar. It is time he learned to work
as a man. If you will permit it, he and his friends,” Sayid nodded
at Harib and Parviz, “will accompany the caravan as far as the
mountains. They will help me, and I will teach them how to care for
the camels.”

The caravan master scowled, and Sayid hurried on.
“They have brought their own supplies, and they expect no pay, just
to travel with us as far as the mountains. They will work hard. I
will see to it.” Sayid moved aside at a gesture from the bearded
merchant, who looked the boys up and down, still scowling.

“They don’t look like much,” he growled. “Still, it
is good that they learn. Very well. They may come along. I hold you
responsible for them, Sayid. Is that clear?”

“I understand.” Sayid and the boys salaamed, then
turned to go back to Sayid’s place in the string of camels.

“Wait!” the caravan master strode after them, taking
Harib by the shoulder and turning him around. “You look familiar.
Are you not the son of Cassim the merchant?”

Harib glanced at Sayid, who shrugged, then drew a
deep breath. “No sir,” he said, hating the fact that he was lying
yet again, “People have mistaken me for him before. I believe we
are cousins, ah, distant cousins.”

The caravan master looked closely at Harib for a
minute, then let go of his arm. “Very well. It’s not my concern.
Cassim will take care of his own affairs.” He turned away and
resumed barking orders at his workers. Sayid hustled the boys away
toward his place in the line.

“All right, now. We must finish loading these camels,
and there isn’t much time. Get me those three soft sacks from the
top.” The boys hurried to the pile of goods and grabbed up the
bundles Sayid pointed to. “Watch what I do,” he told them. “You
must always balance the load, like this,” he added as he lashed
down the bags. Just then, Bahar stepped too close to the camel’s
head.

On the trip that brought him to the village, Parviz
had learned the hard way to stand well back from the beasts’ heads.
Now it was Bahar’s turn to learn the same lesson.

Mathilde, the camel, delivered the instruction the
moment Bahar stepped within range of her long, snaking neck. She
fastened her big teeth onto a fold of his shirt and lifted him into
the air. Bahar shrieked as the camel jerked him off his feet, and
all heads turned in his direction. Just as he became the center of
attention, Mathilde dropped him to fall flat on his face in the
dust. Bahar scuttled out of reach before getting to his feet.
Red-faced, he dusted off his trousers as he looked around at the
drivers having a good laugh at his expense. There was nothing to do
but shrug and grin back. He’d just learned a lesson he wouldn’t
soon forget.

Chuckling, Sayid continued, explaining how to load
the camels. He warned the boys that camels also spit, but he didn’t
have to say a word about watching out for their teeth.

Finally, the caravan began to move. The camel drivers
tethered the camels in a long line, each tied to the one before it.
The drivers jogged alongside the long-legged beasts, each man
responsible for three camels. The drivers carried sticks to urge
their charges along, but the camels needed little encouragement.
These ships of the desert were all veterans of many caravans and
were just as accustomed to the routine as the drivers.

The drivers were used to the trek, and could jog next
to their charges for long stretches without tiring. One couldn’t
say the same for the boys. None of them were prepared for this
constant motion, and they were having trouble keeping up.

“Come on, boys! No slackers allowed,” Sayid shouted
at them while trotting backwards so he could keep an eye on them.
He was struggling to keep the grin off his face. “If you can’t keep
up now, what will you do when we start moving fast?” Soon, the boys
each got their second wind and could maintain the pace. Still, they
were relieved when the hard ground on the road leading from the
village changed to a beaten path with enough loose sand to slow the
fast trot they had started with.

Sayid grinned as his brother came up beside him.
“See. It’s not so bad now.”

“That’s a relief. I thought we were going to run all
the way to the mountains,” Bahar puffed.

Sayid slapped him on the shoulder, then turned back
to mind his animals as the caravan moved steadily along the route
trampled by thousands of camels over hundreds of years.

* * *

Farther back along the trail, had anyone thought to
look, a tiny figure followed, sometimes barely visible through the
dust and the shimmering heat waves. Faiza trudged along, determined
to keep the caravan in sight. It was hard going for her, but she
had two waterbags, long legs, and the stamina earned from years of
chasing after her younger brother and sisters. She hoped that her
parents wouldn’t worry about how long she was taking to follow them
to the farm. She figured she had at least three days before they
began to wonder where she was. She hoped three days would be
enough.

* * *

Radwan stood concealed behind a wall, thoughtfully
watching the caravan depart. He had come to the staging area the
night before, hoping he might have a chance to snatch a bundle or
two in the confusion. That opportunity had not presented itself,
but it appeared that another one had. The unexpected appearance of
the three boys had immediately caught his eye. At first he thought
they had come to the caravan just to say goodbye to Bahar’s
brother, but when the caravan moved out, the boys went with it.

It must have something to do with Wafa’s
disappearance, he concluded after much thought, so he sent Kimah,
one of his gang, to follow and keep him informed. Now to find some
way to profit from the situation.

Radwan was nothing if not an opportunist. He used
bribery, intimidation, eavesdropping, whatever worked at the
moment, to know everything that went on in the village. He knew,
for example, that Harib’s father was out of town on his own trading
route. Surely, then, Cassim would not know that his son was leaving
town in the dark of night. Well, the bare light of dawn, actually,
but it was the same.

He walked slowly away, thinking hard. There was money
to be made here; he just had to figure out how.

* * *

Late in the afternoon of the following day, the
caravan reached the foothills and stopped for the night. The next
morning, the caravan would continue north, bound for the port city
of Gamaal.

Parviz and Harib finished checking their packs as the
caravan prepared to head out. Bahar hugged his brother, then joined
the other two. They stood silently, watching as the caravan got
underway.

A few minutes later, the caravan went out of sight
around a bend in the trail. Bahar picked up his pack and settled it
on his shoulders. “Let’s do this,” he said. Parviz and Harib
shouldered their packs, and the three would-be adventurers turned
to the east.

“Hey, wait up!” a familiar voice rang out, stopping
them in their tracks. The boys stared in disbelief as Faiza walked
out of a nearby grove of trees. She wore her brother’s clothing,
and had covered her head with a brown burnoose, the end wrapped
around the lower half of her face against the gritty wind.

“Faiza! What are you doing here?” Bahar blurted. “And
why are you dressed like that?”

She grinned, enjoying their aghast looks. “What’s the
matter? Haven’t you ever seen a woman wearing trousers before? It’s
not that unusual.” She walked past them, starting up the
eastern path, as they stared open mouthed.

“Come on, let’s get moving.”

Parviz was the first to react. “Oh, no. No, you can’t
come. You’re a, a―”

“What? A girl?” She turned to face them. “You think
you’ll have to watch out for the poor little girl?” Suddenly, she
punched Bahar in the chest. The unexpected blow knocked him flat on
his back.

“Think I can’t take care of myself?” She shoved
Harib’s shoulder while she hooked her foot behind his leg, sending
him to the ground next to Bahar. “Since when?”

That left Parviz. The tall boy was too big for her to
take on physically. Faiza stood her ground, fists clenched, as he
raised his hand and took a step toward her.

“We told you we didn’t want you along. Just turn
around and go home.”

“Who’s we?” Faiza asked, her lips tightened with
disdain. “I didn’t hear anybody make you leader! I can go anywhere
I please, and you can’t stop me!”

Harib and Bahar cautiously picked themselves up,
their eyes darting back and forth between Faiza and Parviz, who
stood toe-to-toe, glaring at each other. No one moved or spoke for
a long, uncomfortable moment.

“What’s it going to be?” Faiza broke the tense
silence. “Either I come with you or I’ll follow you. You decide,
but either way, I’m coming!”

She turned to Bahar and Harib. “Well?”

Bahar cleared his throat and opened his mouth to
speak. He shut it again and turned to Harib. “What do you
think?”

“Oh no. You’re not putting this off on me!”

“Fine,” Bahar said and cleared his throat again. “I
say Faiza comes with us. We’ve been friends for a long time, and
we’ve always looked out for each other.” He glanced at Harib, who
nodded. “She can handle herself. We’ve never had to take
care of her before; we won’t have to now.”

“That goes for me, too,” Harib added, looking at
Parviz. “We never should have listened to you in the first place.
Just because she’s a girl, doesn’t mean she can’t take care of
herself. Besides, dressed like she is, nobody would know,
anyway.”

Parviz never took his eyes off Faiza as he slowly
lowered his hand. “All right,” he nodded once, shortly. “But you’d
better keep up, ‘cause I sure won’t help you.”

“You won’t have to, Parviz,” Faiza said over her
shoulder as she started for the pathway leading up into the
foothills. “You may not think so, but I really can take care of
myself.” To Bahar and Harib she added, “Well, what are you waiting
for? Let’s go!”

* * *

Kimah watched the exchange from his hiding place in
the trees. Faiza had almost walked right into him. He’d barely had
time to duck out of sight behind a large palm when she approached
the boys he had been following. He hesitated, unsure of what to do.
Keep following them or report back to Radwan. Kimah wasn’t used to
thinking for himself; it wasn’t something that Radwan encouraged.
He spent several minutes dithering before he made up his mind.
Finally, he started back toward the village. He’d leave the
deciding to Radwan.

It took Kimah far less time to return to the village
than the caravan had spent reaching the foothills. After only a
mile on the road, he spotted a donkey penned next to a small hut.
Opportunity need not knock more than once. Kimah wasn’t much good
at thinking, but he was very good at stealing, which was something
that Radwan did encourage. He crept into the pen on hands and knees
and got a rope around the donkey’s neck. Leading his new steed
quietly away, he soon mounted and trotted at a fast pace toward
home. Kimah gritted his teeth, realizing he’d have trouble sitting
after the bouncing ride.

 


 


 



Chapter 6 - Menog

 


Parviz stopped abruptly. “What’s that?” he said,
holding up his hand to halt the others.

“What’s what? Wait. I hear it. Sounds like somebody
singing up ahead.” Faiza stepped past him and continued up the
path.

“Wait up,” the boy whispered as she pushed by him.
“It could be something dangerous.” Parviz seemed resigned to having
her along, but he still didn’t act like he was comfortable with the
idea.

“How dangerous can a soprano be? Don’t be so nervous,
Parviz. What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” Parviz retorted, stung
by her remark. “I’m just being cautious.”

“Come on, then.” The boys had no choice but to follow
Faiza as she moved ahead. A bend in the path revealed the singer
perched on top of a large boulder. At first, Faiza thought it was a
monkey, but a closer look proved otherwise. She had never seen or
heard of a hairless monkey wearing trousers and a shirt, and she’d
certainly never heard a monkey, hairless or otherwise, sing.

The creature stopped singing as they approached. It
looked down from the boulder, blinked its huge eyes twice, then
grinned at them. Faiza took a step back, startled at the width of
the thing’s mouth. It was literally grinning from ear to ear, and
its big, square teeth gleamed brilliant white in the shady
woods.

It jumped down from the boulder, landing easily on
large, splayed feet. The sudden movement made Faiza and the boys
jump back again, unsure of the creature’s intent. Up close, it
didn’t look particularly dangerous, coming barely up to her
shoulder. It didn’t crouch like a monkey, so Faiza dismissed that
notion as she mentally reviewed every magical creature and demon
Master Wafa had taught her. The thing before her resembled nothing
she could remember.

“Hello,” she said softly, speaking as she would to a
frightened animal. “Who are you?”

“What are you is more like it,” Harib muttered
under his breath behind her. “This is creepy.” Behind her back,
Faiza made shushing motions at him with her hand.

The creature stared at her with huge, owlish eyes.
That improbable grin split its face again, and it held out a
spidery hand toward her. Faiza noticed that in spite of the very
long, thin fingers, the hand looked quite human. The nails were
long, but nothing like claws. There appeared to be considerable
quantities of dirt under the nails.

Faiza wasn’t sure what to do next, but Bahar had no
such problem. He stepped in front of Faiza, grasped the creature’s
hand and shook it up and down. “Hello,” he said. “I’m Bahar. Who
are you?” If nothing else, Bahar was always direct.

“Pleased meet Bahar,” the creature replied in a voice
a little deeper than its singing voice. “I Menog be. Kuk kuk kuk.”
The last three syllables sounded very much like a laugh.

Faiza stepped forward. “I’m Faiza and this is Harib,”
she said, pointing over her shoulder at Harib. “And that,” she
continued, pointing at him, “is Parviz. We mean you no harm.”

“Good, good. No harm good.”

Faiza thought for a moment. Menog didn’t seem to be
human, even though he talked and wore clothes. Was he a demon? She
hoped it wouldn’t hurt to ask. “Menog, are you a demon?”

“Kuk kuk kuk. No no no no. Demons bad. Menog not bad.
Menog is man like you.” The strange little creature stopped to
consider. “Not all demons bad. Some demons nice. Cave demon
nice.”

Faiza shook her head, wondering how Menog could
possibly be human. She shrugged, deciding that Menog could call
himself anything he pleased. She then asked, “Some demons are
nice?”

“Yes yes yes yes. Cave demon. Water demon. Both nice.
Mountain demons not nice. Bad demons.”

“So, ah, how do you tell a nice demon from a bad
demon?” Harib asked.

“Blue good, not blue not good.”

“Okay, that’s a handy thing to know.” Faiza guessed
that the little creature might live in the mountains, so it might
know something about the Simurgh. Again, she thought, it wouldn’t
hurt to ask.

“Do you know where we can find the Simurgh?”

Parviz glared at her. “We agreed, I thought, that
we’re searching for Master Wafa, not those birds.”

Menog looked from Parviz, back to Faiza. “Oh, oh.
Yes, yes. Menog knows where Simurgh live. They know where Master
Wafa is.”

“Why do you say that?” Faiza asked.

Menog stared at her with his huge eyes. “They know
all.”

Faiza looked at Parviz with triumph in her eyes. “I
told you they were real!” Parviz rolled his eyes, but didn’t say
anything. Bahar grasped the older boy’s arm and pulled him
away.

Turning her attention to Menog, Faiza said, “That’s
good. That’s wonderful! How do we find them? If we follow this,”
Faiza said, pointing up the winding path, “will we get to
them?”

“Kuk kuk kuk. No no no. Path goes up, path goes down.
Path does not go to Simurgh.”

“Well, then, what is the way?”

The wrinkled little man was silent for a minute. He
looked forward up the path they were on, then he stared intently at
the top of the boulder, then back at the path. He did this several
times, all the while humming the tune he had been singing earlier.
Finally, he walked to the far side of the boulder and pointed
between the huge stone and the hillside. “There.”

The four of them followed to where Menog stood
pointing at a crevice. The opening was barely wide enough for a
small animal to pass through. Crouching down, Faiza peered inside.
She could see nothing in the blackness. Standing up, she turned to
Menog.

Faiza frowned. “You’re telling us that the Simurgh
live in a cave? I thought they lived in the mountains and always
nested by water.”

“Kuk kuk kuk. Yes yes yes. Cave go through mountain.
Follow cave, find Simurgh on other side.”

“That’s all very nice, Menog, but none of us can fit
through that hole. Is there another way?”

Bahar moved to Faiza’s side and whispered, “I thought
we were going to look for Master Wafa.”

“We will. Still, if this creature can lead us to the
Simurgh, they can tell us where he is.” She touched Bahar’s arm.
“We can still look for signs along the way.”

Bahar looked doubtful and glanced at Harib, who
shrugged.

“Okay, but only for a while,” Bahar said. “If we
don’t find the Simurgh by tomorrow, then we’ll have to come back
and try the other way up the trail. Agreed?”

“Oh, all right. Agreed.”

When they stopped talking, Menog nodded. He shuffled
to the crevice and grabbed a double handful of shrubbery. Throwing
it aside, he began picking up loose stones and throwing them out in
the path. He dug so fast that the others had to step back, ducking
away from the shower of rocks and dirt erupting from the opening.
In just a few minutes, Menog had widened the fissure into an
entrance large enough for even Parviz to get through if he hunched
down.

The little man straightened up and stepped back from
his handiwork. Grinning his huge grin, he pointed to the entrance,
then waved them forward. “Kuk kuk kuk. You come! Follow Menog to
find Simurgh.”

“You will lead us through there?”

“Yes yes yes. Come now. Find Simurgh.” He motioned
them forward again.

“Wait a minute. How will we see in there?” Harib
asked, not moving. Harib had never cared for dark, confined
places.

“You see. You see. Come now. Follow Menog. Come.”
With that, Menog turned and disappeared into the blackness of the
cave.

The four stood looking at each other for a long
moment, each waiting for one of the others to move first. Menog
stuck his head back out of the entrance. “Come now, follow Menog,”
he urged, then disappeared once more into the cave.

Bahar looked at his friends, shrugged, then stooped
through the entrance. One by one, the others followed him into the
darkness.

* * *

At first, the cave wasn’t as dark as Faiza feared it
would be. Just enough light came through the entrance for her to
make out the forms of her companions. They were in an antechamber
of sorts, and the ceiling was high enough for even Parviz to stand
upright. Menog stood in the back of the chamber beckoning them to
him.

“Come come come. This way,” he urged, then stepped
sideways and disappeared from view.

“I don’t like this,” Harib muttered. “I really don’t
like this.” Then he, too, stepped sideways and disappeared.

Faiza was last in line. She moved up to the abrupt
corner, stepped as the others had done, and found herself in pitch
blackness. She let out a startled “Eep,” but smothered it before it
became a full-throated scream. She reached out in front of her and
pawed the air, shuffling slowly forward until she bumped into a
warm body. “Bahar?”

“No, Harib.” He sounded as nervous as she felt.

“Does anybody have a li―” The flare of a torch
answered Faiza’s question. In the flickering light she could see
Menog standing a few feet away at the other side of the small
chamber in which they stood. He held a torch made of bundled reeds
in one hand. He had another, unlit, tucked under his arm.

“Come come come. This way,” he said again, this time
pointing the torch at a hole in the rock wall that led deeper into
the mountain. “Follow Menog.”

The four adventurers lined up in single file to
follow Menog into the tunnel. The torch flame reflected off the
stone walls to either side that glistened with hundreds of tiny
rivulets of water. Looking down, Faiza saw that they trod a
well-beaten path with a raised center that remained dry. The water
slid down the walls into furrows on either side of the raised
walkway. Clearly, someone used this tunnel often. But who?

Faiza lost all sense of time. They walked for what
seemed like hours without speaking. The silence was broken only by
the scuffing of their feet in the gritty soil, the hissing and
popping of the torch, and the trickle of the water down the tunnel
walls. A change in the quality of the sounds told her that the
tunnel had widened into another cavern. Menog stopped, held the
torch up over his head and beckoned them closer. When they had
gathered around him, he pointed the torch at the wall by his side.
Their eyes followed the torch to see an elaborate carving on the
wall brought out of the darkness by the torchlight.

“Ahura created the world,” Menog said, his voice
resonating through the chamber. The carvings showed the god Ahura
Mazdah standing with his arms raised above his head. Beams of light
spread from his fingertips to a mountain, a body of water, and what
appeared to be sand dunes and an oasis. The shifting flame of the
torch made the carvings seem alive. Menog turned, stepped to the
opposite wall, and raised the torch again.

“Ahura made the gods.” The torchlight showed Ahura
standing surrounded by a group of lesser gods, all of them rendered
smaller than him, but with the same glimmering outline.

Menog moved forward until another picture appeared.
“Ahura made Gayomard.” This time the pictured showed the beams of
light streaming from Ahura’s fingers to a human-like figure. As
Menog continued to move slowly ahead, picture after picture
emerged. The next showed Gayomard standing over two figures lying
on the ground by a stream of water. In that carving they appeared
lifeless, but . . . the next picture showed them standing. A man
and a woman.

“Mashya and his lady, Mashyana, the first humans,”
Menog explained. The rest of the carvings illustrated the history
of the world from the beginning to the present. They saw the
creation of the evil gods, who begot Daevas, the dark demons. Ahura
also created other creatures, the Amesha Spentas, to oppose the
demons, who joined the battle. It would continue until the end of
time.

They halted in front of the carving that depicted the
present. “This last carving. This is the way the world is now. Is
the future not known?” Faiza asked as she stood enthralled by the
marvelous bas-relief portrayals.

“Kuk kuk kuk. Look look look. Look here!” Menog held
his torch up to the next section of the wall, which at first glance
appeared blank. As Faiza examined it, she saw a tiny puff of dust
drift to the floor, and the beginning of a line appear on the rock.
Something was creating another carving as they watched.

“If we stayed, would we see what will happen next or
is the picture only of what is happening now?” Faiza wanted to stay
to see what the unseen sculptor would do.

“Do not know,” Menog admitted. “The future is the
future. We should not see it, I think, until it arrives.”

“I guess that’s wise,” Faiza said, “so let’s go find
out what our future is to be.” The boys murmured agreement, and
Menog turned without another word and led them deeper into the
mountain. The wondrous carvings disappeared back into the darkness
as they moved off.

After hours of following Menog’s torch through the
cavern’s countless twists and turns, a glimmer of light, just a
pinpoint, appeared before them. The pinpoint grew to a dot, then to
a circle, larger and larger, until finally, Menog extinguished the
torch, and together they emerged from the tunnel into bright
sunlight. The long journey through the mountain was over at
last.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 7 – Volcano

 


“Ouch, that hurts!” The sunlight glinted into
Faiza’s eyes, and she squinted. Harib clapped both hands over his
own eyes and sat down, while Bahar and Parviz each threw up an arm
to shield their faces. Only Menog seemed unaffected by the sudden
brilliance after so many hours in the darkness of the cave, despite
the size of his eyes.

As Faiza’s eyes adjusted to the light, details of the
scene spread before them began to emerge. “It’s beautiful!” she
gasped.

Bahar turned slowly, taking in the vast panorama of
the valley below them. “I’ve never seen so much green.”

Harib and Parviz stared speechless, awed into silence
by what they saw.

To either side of them, jagged stone ramparts arced
away to form an almost perfect bowl, so vast that the far side was
hidden in mist. Below, a lake nestled in the exact center of the
valley. The still water a blue so intense it seemed to glow. Its
jewel-like surface mirrored the craggy peaks above in such perfect
detail it appeared they continued into the depths of the lake.
Grassy meadows cradled the water, dotted with small groves of
trees. These gave way to other, larger vegetation that climbed in a
riot of varied greens halfway up to the crater’s rim. Small groups
of animals, tiny in the distance, grazed in the meadows.

“What is this place?” Faiza whispered. “How is it
possible?”

“Volcano,” Menog replied, also in a whisper. “Long,
long ago.”

Harib turned to him, puzzled. “What’s a volcano?”

“Mountain blows up. When it done, leaves hole, called
caldera.” The sweep of Menog’s arm swept across the valley. “Rain
fills up hole, makes lake. Grass grows. Trees grow. Nice.”

“Nice? It’s amazing!” Faiza replied. “I’ve never
heard of anything like this before. Still, what would make a
mountain blow up? Why would it do that?”

Menog thought for a moment. “Must be a god gets mad.”
He shrugged, “They do that all the time.”

Menog’s answer got a laugh from all of them. It also
made Faiza think there must be something more. None of the gods had
shown themselves, as far as she knew, for hundreds, maybe even
thousands of years. Gods, demons, the magical creatures that Master
Wafa described―she loved the idea of them, and hoped that they
really existed, especially the Simurgh. Even so, this was the
second time Menog brought up the gods today, and he certainly
talked about them as if he knew they were real. Thinking
back on what she had seen in the cave, she believed Menog was
right. She hoped so.

Menog showed them the trail that led down into the
valley. It meandered back and forth down the slope, and looked as
if many passing feet had formed the pathway over the years. The way
that the switchbacks of the trail followed the natural terrain made
for an easy walk, and they soon neared the lake.

The animals they had seen from the crater rim were
wary of them, and scattered at their approach. They were spotted
creatures with necks so long that to graze, they had to spread
their slender legs wide apart. Mostly, however, they stayed at the
edges of the trees and ate leaves from the branches. From a
distance, Faiza had thought that they might be camels, but they had
no humps on their backs. She puzzled over what they could be. She’d
never seen anything like them.

“What are those animals, Menog?”

Menog looked toward the nearest herd. “They be
camelopards.”

“That’s strange. They don’t look like camels.”

“Kuk kuk kuk. Not camel. Camelopard. Some call them
zurapha. Call them so because they look like they made up of many
different animals. Long neck, long legs, horns, hooves. Who knows
what they be?”

Faiza shook her head. If these strange creatures
could exist, then why not the Simurgh? Perhaps she had jumped to a
conclusion about what Wafa’s message meant, but hope filled her
heart. She was sure that finding the Simurgh was the right thing to
do.

Menog halted them at a flat spot some fifty feet from
the lake. “Why here, Menog?” Parviz asked. “Why not go closer to
the lake?”

“Marshy.” the little man picked up one large foot to
illustrate. “Ground be wet if we be closer. Feet be wet all night.
Other parts be wet, too. Kuk kuk kuk.”

“Oh. Okay,” Parviz said and shrugged off his pack. So
did the others. Bahar and Harib walked to the nearest grove of
trees to pick up branches for a fire. Parviz and Faiza searched for
stones to make a fire ring, while Menog sloshed off through the
marsh to fill their waterbags at the lake.

Soon, they had put together a comfortable camp.
Rummaging through their packs, everyone got out the food supplies
they had brought along: bread from Ahmajd’s bakery, vegetables and
herbs Faiza had pulled from her mother’s tiny garden, and bulgar
that Lateef had packed for Harib.

Mixing the bulgar with the herbs, Faiza decided to
make tabouleh for their dinner. She didn’t plan on always doing the
cooking, but suspected that she was a better cook than any of the
boys.

She put the bulgar wheat into the small kettle she
had wisely carried along and set it over the fire to boil.

The simple dinner didn’t take long to prepare. They
were sitting around the fire, eating in the last of the light as
the sun dipped below the crater rim, when a rushing sound like wind
through treetops made them look up. A creature darted from the
trees to the edge of the lake then stopped to hover a few feet
above the water. Hanging in midair, its four wings a blur on either
side of its misshapen body, the thing swivelled around to look at
them.

The odd creature seemed too small to be a threat and
was so ugly Faiza wrinkled her nose in disgust. She stood up to get
a better look at it. “What is that thing?” she asked Menog.
“It’s awful.”

“It be Pazuzu,” Menog answered, as the creature
darted out of sight over the edge of the caldera. “Pazuzu carries
ill wind from southeast.” Menog sighed. “Now we all be sick.”

With that, he let loose a mighty sneeze. Fortunately
for the others, he was looking at the spot where the Pazuzu had
disappeared and not at them.

“Blessings on you, Menog,” Faiza said, patting the
little man on the back.

“Didn’t we see Pazuzu on the cave wall?” she
continued. “I thought those pictures only showed things from the
past.”

“Pazuzu very old. Very, very old. Been here long
time. Will be here until end of days.” Menog wiped his now runny
nose on his sleeve.

Then Harib started to sneeze, and Bahar began
coughing and couldn’t stop. Parviz alternated sneezes with coughs.
Faiza stood there, unaffected, while all of the males sneezed and
wheezed and hacked and coughed around her. Perplexed, she put her
hand to her forehead. No fever, and she didn’t feel sick at
all.

“All of you sit down and make yourselves comfortable.
I saw some herbs back there that should help.” Faiza grabbed an
empty basket and started back up the trail. She recalled seeing
many herbs that she knew to have healing properties on their trip
into the valley. Some of them would help now.

It didn’t take Faiza long to find most of the plants
she needed, and she walked slowly back up the trail scanning the
underbrush for the others. Every few feet, she paused to look
around.The beauty of this place overwhelmed her. Never before had
she seen growing things in such profusion, even the air seemed
alive. She thought about telling her father about this place. Her
family could settle here. Why not? There didn’t seem to be anybody
else here. The valley was obviously fertile, protected from the
desert winds by the high walls of the crater. The lake promised a
good supply of water. All in all, this seemed an ideal place to
live.

Then why was it deserted?

When Faiza had collected everything she needed, she
returned to camp. Menog and the boys were now, in addition to the
sneezing and coughing, moaning as if they were going to die any
minute.

“You’re all acting like babies,” she commented as she
put down her basket and set some water to boil. “For goodness
sakes, you just have a little cold.”

“Easy . . . hack . . . for you . . . achoo
. . . to . . . cough . . . say, Faiza,” Bahar
muttered.

Faiza sorted through her basket, picking out some
leaves and a few of the roots. “Lucky for you someone was
paying attention in class,” she said as she crushed the mixture
between two rocks. When the water started to steam, she dumped the
crushed herbs into the pot, and sat back gazing out across the
lake. The sun had set behind the caldera rim and the sky was
deepening to indigo. The first few stars glittered in the clear
air.

Faiza sighed. This was such a beautiful place. So
quiet, so peaceful. She felt she could stay here forever. Another
round of coughing and sneezing interrupted her reverie. Checking
her concoction, she decided it had simmered long enough, and poured
out cups for her companions.

“Here. This will make you feel better,” she said,
handing the first cup to Harib. He sniffed it, made a face, and
pushed the cup away.

“Ugh! That smells awful,” he gasped.

“Don’t mind the smell, Harib,” Faiza grinned as she
pushed the cup back. “The taste is even worse!” She waved the cup
under Harib's nose. “It’s medicine, you big babies,” she
continued, passing out the other cups, “It’s supposed to be
awful. Now quit complaining and drink it!”

Menog took his cup, pinched his nose shut and gulped
the liquid down in a single swallow. He squeezed his eyes closed
and shuddered, then took a deep breath. “Anything taste that bad,
must work good. Kuk kuk kuk.” He turned the cup upside down before
him to show he’d emptied it, then handed the cup back to Faiza.

Parviz downed his portion, made a face, then turned
his cup over, too. Not to be outdone, Harib and Bahar did the same.
Faiza collected the empty cups and took them back by the fire.
Setting them down, she straightened, walked to the edge of the
firelight, and stood staring up at the star-filled sky.

After a few minutes, soft snores and deep regular
breathing mingled with the sounds of the insects and the calls of
the night birds. Faiza had included a small amount of beid
el-jinn, mandrake root, in her medicine to help the boys
sleep.

Faiza reached upward and with her finger drew lines
around the constellations she recognized: the winged horse, the
hunter, the great dragon with its nose pointing to the north star
and the little dragon constantly circling its mother. A shooting
star drew a line of fire across the sky.

Thoughts and questions chased themselves around in
her mind. Were the Simurgh real? Was this a fool’s errand they were
on, chasing after a creature that might not even exist? What if the
marked page in Master Wafa’s book wasn’t a message to find them as
Parviz claimed? What if? What if?

Sounds of a great battle echoed in her mind. Faintly,
but clearly, she could hear the screams of men and horses, the
clash of steel on steel, the hiss of arrows. What was happening?
Was she dreaming with her eyes open?

An insect whined in her ear, drowning out the sounds
of battle. No, she wasn’t dreaming. Another shooting star streaked
across the heavens. It disappeared behind the caldera wall, leaving
a glowing trail in the sky that drew her eyes toward the lake. She
could see something out there. A faint, shimmering light appeared,
faded, disappeared, then reappeared brighter than before. Faiza
took a step forward, then halted and stared in amazement as a
figure slowly took shape in the glow.

 


 


 



Chapter 8 - Anahita






Each time the light dimmed, it returned brighter
than before, pulsing in time to the beat of her heart. As the shape
within the light grew more and more distinct, a part of Faiza’s
mind wondered if she should be afraid. Somehow she wasn’t. Instead,
she felt a strong attraction to that glowing figure, and walked to
the lake’s edge to get a better look.

The apparition hovered a few inches above the surface
of the lake. Faiza could now see, through the shimmering aura
surrounding her, the figure was that of a woman. She was looking
out over the lake to the point where the shooting star had
disappeared over the caldera rim. Clad in a golden cloak, a diamond
tiara adorned her brow and two small lions lay at her feet. The
figure turned slowly to look directly at Faiza, and a gentle smile
curved her lips.

Faiza gasped in sudden recognition. This was the
goddess Anahita! She did exist! Faiza stood entranced as the
patroness of all women, the goddess of water and fertility, and the
goddess of war, came gliding smoothly over the surface of the lake
toward her.

As the figure halted before her, Faiza glanced
quickly over her shoulder at their campsite. The boys hadn’t moved,
and she could hear Menog’s rumbling snore. She turned back to face
the goddess.

“They will not awaken, Faiza, Anahita’s lilting voice
sounded in her ear. I would speak to you alone.”

“Why . . . what . . . why have you appeared to me,
Goddess?” Faiza stammered, her voice trembling.

“My husband has listened to your thoughts, Faiza.
Ahura favors your purpose. He sent Menog to guide you through the
cavern.”

Faiza’s eyes widened as she struggled to grasp what
she was hearing. Ahura, too?

“Ah . . . we are grateful to Ahura for his favor. But
. . . but, if he is protecting us, why did the boys become ill? Why
didn’t I get sick, too?”

Anahita’s musical laugh was the tinkling of bells in
a breeze. “Pazuzu of the southwest wind controls this valley. He
guards it jealously, and blows illness toward all who enter. This
is why no one lives here.” Her smile widened. “And I might have had
some small part in keeping you from getting sick.”

“I have read that Pazuzu can kill,” Faiza ventured,
“yet the boys only have a cough. Did you do that, too?”

“No. That was your doing. Pazuzu can indeed kill. The
medicine you made is what saved the boys. There is magic in you,
Faiza, that is stronger than you know.”

Anahita looked over Faiza’s shoulder at their little
camp, then back at Faiza. Her smile vanished and her look became
serious.

“I, too, favor your journey. But your friends,” she
continued with a gesture toward the sleeping boys, “have lost their
purpose. Be always on your guard, Faiza, for powerful forces oppose
you.”

“If you favor our journey, Goddess, can you not tell
me where to find Master Wafa?”

“A fair question, but the answer, I’m sorry to say,
is no, I cannot.”

“But . . . but, you’re a goddess! Surely―”

“My powers, Faiza, are not what they used to be.”
Anahita’s gaze lowered. “Many no longer believe in us. As their
belief wanes, so does our influence in the world. I, my husband,
Ahura, my brother and sister goddesses, none of us are as strong as
we once were. There are those, like your Master Wafa, who serve us
still, and so we retain some of our strength. Even you doubted our
existence, but your hope that we were real allows me to appear to
you.”

“I’m sorry I ever doubted, Goddess,” Faiza whispered.
“What must I do? Is it right that we go first to find the Simurgh,
or should we be doing something else?”

“So many questions!” Anahita’s musical laugh
drifted across the water. In the distance, a peacock’s raucous
shriek seemed to answer her. “Listen, my pet calls to me,”
she said. Then her smile faded and her eyes mirrored the
seriousness in her voice.

“Know this, Faiza. I will protect you as much as I
can, and lend you what assistance I am able. Even so, your success
or failure depends on you. Your own wits and your own strength are
far more important than any aid I may give you.”

“Who opposes us?”

“Dev, for one. He relishes the darkness. Darkness
begets ignorance, and ignorance begets folly.”

“Dev?” A cold chill ran down Faiza’s back. “The god
of war? He is against us? Master Wafa said that Dev plots
the final war that will destroy the world!”

“This is true. Now you see why it is so important
that you succeed in your quest.”

“What else can you tell me? Will we have to face Dev?
We’re not heroes, we’re kids. How can we fight a god?” Faiza chewed
her lower lip with anxiety.

“I doubt that Dev will oppose you directly; he would
think that beneath him. Instead, he will send his minions to do his
bidding. You must be ever watchful, Faiza, for you cannot know what
form they will take. It could be an animal, a human, even a demon
sent to turn your friends away from you.”

Anahita’s words did nothing to ease Faiza’s mind. A
demon! What could they do against a demon?

“What―?”

Anahita held up her hand. “One more thing you must
know, Faiza. Your friends,” the goddess said, gesturing toward the
sleeping boys, “must follow you. They have, as I told you, lost
their purpose, so it is up to you to show them the way. You will
overcome every obstacle you face, but only if the others follow
your lead. They must follow you, or you will surely fail in spite
of my help.”

Faiza shook her head. “They won’t. Maybe Bahar and
Harib, we’ve been friends for a long time, but not Parviz. He’s
already said he doesn’t trust me because I’m a girl. He’ll never
follow me.”

Anahita nodded. “Perhaps, perhaps not. Parviz will
surely be your greatest challenge, so you must be very
persuasive.”

Faiza frowned, wondering how she could ever persuade
the stubborn Parviz of anything.

Anahita spoke again. “When you leave the valley, head
northwest to avoid Pazuzu. I can tell you no more, but I can
promise you this. You can succeed, but only if you use every
resource you possess. Believe in yourself. Trust in your senses and
the strength of your mind and you will not fail.”

“But―”

Holding her finger to her lips, Anahita began to
glide backwards to the center of the lake. Faiza shut her mouth,
realizing that the goddess would speak no more. The glowing figure
began to fade and shrink until all that remained was a pinpoint of
light. A moment later, that tiny spark flew upward and
disappeared.

 


 








Chapter 9 - Leaving the Valley

 


The boys and Menog had fully recovered by the next
morning. After a quick breakfast of bread and berries, they
repacked their gear. Parviz approached Faiza as she sorted through
the herbs she had collected the previous day, deciding which to
bring along. She glanced up to see him standing over her with his
head bowed.

“Do you need something?” she asked.

“No, no. I, uh, just wanted to thank you for curing
us of whatever Pazuzu afflicted on us.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad I paid attention when Wafa
taught us about medicinal plants.” She wrapped some leaves in a
piece of cloth and pushed them into her already bulging pack.

“Can I carry some of that? After all, the medicines
are for all of us.”

Faiza smiled up at Parviz. Perhaps she was winning
him over after all. “Yes, that’s good of you. Take these two
packets if you have room.”

He picked up the two wrapped packages. “What are
they?” he asked while he found a place to put them in his pack.

“The smaller one contains the leaves I gave you for
the sneezing and coughing. I also found some herbs good for scrapes
and bruises. I imagine we might get a few of those along the
way.”

“Good idea. Well, anyway, thanks again. I can see
you’ve got some skills we need.”

Faiza nodded. She thought it would only be a matter
of time before Parviz figured that out. She was glad his
enlightenment came sooner rather than later.

“You know―” she started to tell him about Anahita,
but her lips pressed together without her willing them to move.
When Parviz looked at her, she shook her head. When he walked away,
her lips came back under her control. Clearly, Anahita did not want
her to tell the others. But why? Another mystery she’d need to
think about.

They all shouldered their packs and set off across
the valley floor toward the northwest cliffs. Faiza was glad Menog
went the right direction without her prompting. The little man led,
and the others trudged single-file behind him. They skirted the
lake and walked into a wooded area. The underbrush was thin, with
the tall trees preventing much sunlight from reaching the forest
floor. Faiza examined the trees as they hiked along. She didn’t
recognize many of the species, one more thing about the valley that
differed from the outside world.

Some of the trees were huge, with trunks as wide as a
grown man was tall. Rather than leaves or fronds, these trees bore
thin spikes growing in clusters. Faiza thought they looked like a
bundle of needles. The bark was rough, not smooth like the palms of
the village.

She bumped into Harib, who walked ahead of her.
Looking up, she saw that Menog had stopped where one of the massive
trees had fallen across the path they followed. The trunk, indeed,
was so broad that the little man couldn’t see over the top. Parviz,
being tallest, moved forward to look over the trunk. He immediately
jumped backward emitting a very unmanly squeak of surprise.

“There’s an animal of some kind on the other side, a
big animal.”

“What did it look like?”

“Big. Furry. With teeth.”

Faiza thought about what types of natural animals
Wafa had told them lived in the mountains. Big, furry, and teeth
didn’t seem to fit any he’d described to them. She knew there were
lions in the valley beyond the mountains and Wafa had mentioned an
animal called a bear, but they lived far to the north.

“What color is it?” Faiza asked, trying to figure out
what they faced.

“What difference does it make?” Parviz yelled at her.
She shushed him with a finger to her lips. His voice dropped to a
whisper. “Sort of dark, maybe black.”

Not a lion, then. They were light brown, a tawny
color. “Did it have a mane?”

“Like a horse?”

“No, like a big ruffled collar around its neck.”

“Not that I saw.”

The discussion ended when a massive black head rose
over the fallen log.

* * *

Kimah abandoned the exhausted donkey an hour outside
the village. He jogged the rest of the way, knowing that Radwan
would be in a hurry to use the information he brought back.

He linked up with Radwan in the gang’s usual
hangout―the alley near the inn. Kimah ran up to Radwan with a wide
grin on his face. Surely, he would gain favor with Radwan, possibly
be promoted to second in command.

“What took you so long, dunderhead?” Radwan’s
greeting wasn’t as friendly as Kimah hoped it would be.

“I followed the caravan to the foothills. It, the
caravan, I mean headed north, but those rats went into the
mountains.”

Radwan rubbed his just sprouting beard in thought.
“And Harib was still with them?”

“Yes. Not only that, Faiza showed up, too!”

“What? The girl was in the caravan? I didn’t see
her.”

“No, she didn’t go with the caravan. She followed. I
almost tripped over her when the boys and the caravan parted ways.”
Kimah wasn’t sure if it was a better story that he nearly ran into
her or the other way around. No matter, he had said his piece.

“I see. I noticed that Faiza’s family had left town.
I thought she’d gone with them.”

“She was there plain as day. Not only that, but she
had dressed in her brother’s clothing. She had on trousers!” Kimah
sounded shocked that a girl would dare to dress in men’s
clothing.

“But you decided to come back rather than follow
them?”

“Well, uh, yes. I thought it best that you decide
what to do.”

Radwan grinned and clapped Kimah’s back hard enough
to stagger the smaller boy.

“You did well. It occurs to me that we might make a
bit of money out of this,” Radwan said, walking away from his gang.
They all jumped up to follow him until he turned and held his hand
up.

“Stay here. I’ll be back soon.” The gang settled back
on the various barrels, boxes, and baskets to wait for their leader
to return to tell them what to do.

Radwan quickened his pace, smiling as his plan
formed. He would tell Harib’s father that the mountain raiders
kidnapped the boy. No, no. Master Cassim would send out his own men
in pursuit. Better to just say that he knew Harib went off with the
others and was most likely in grave danger. Then, he’d ask Cassim
for traveling expenses to seek out Harib and return him to hearth
and home.

Yes. Cassim was rich and would pay well to have his
son returned. By the time Radwan arrived at Cassim’s gate, he had
all his talking points formulated and clever answers prepared.
Radwan was a nasty gutter rat, but also as wily as a rat in finding
opportunities.

Cassim wouldn’t even think that Radwan’s real plan
was to escape this dung heap of a village forever. He had no
intention of looking for Harib, nor did he plan to take any of his
pitiful gang with him. They’d all just get in the way of him taking
the world as his oyster. He’d go to Gamaal, the big port city,
where he’d be appreciated for his cleverness and strength.

When he arrived at Cassim’s compound, he walked
briskly up to the gate and rang the bell. A few minutes passed
before the tiny viewing port opened. The house’s majordomo peeked
through the grill. “What do you want, boy?”

“I have information for Master Cassim. It’s urgent
that I speak to him.”

“Well, that won’t be possible. My master is out on
caravan. He will get home when it pleases him and not before.” The
majordomo began to shut the port. Radwan stuck his fingers through
the grate to stop the tiny door.

“I said it is urgent. If Master Cassim is not at
home, then who can speak for him?”

“It’s no business of yours, Radwan . . . yes, I know
who you are. The town’s main bully can’t possess any information of
interest to Master Cassim.” Again, he made to close the port.

“It’s news of Harib.” The port door swung open
again.

“What of him?”

“He’s in trouble. One of my boys happened to be near
the foothills where the caravan turns north. He saw Harib and his
friends start up the path to the mountains.”

“That’s not news, Radwan. He told me he and his
friends went out looking for Wafa.” The port door shut with a
clack.

Radwan thought furiously. If the majordomo knew Harib
was going into the mountains, then Radwan would need another
pretext. Plan B, then. “Wait!” he yelled to get the majordomo’s
attention. “Mountain raiders kidnapped him!”

This time the entrance gate swung open and Radwan
faced the majordomo. “How do you know this? Do you have proof?”

“My boy saw them being taken after the caravan had
departed. He was afraid, of course, so he came directly back to
tell me.”

“Why didn’t you mention this immediately?”

“You didn’t give me a chance. The raiders, uh, they
didn’t take him until higher in the mountains. My boy had followed
until then. He was afraid, so came back to tell me.”

“Hmm. I’ll need to send a message to Master Cassim.
He will, no doubt, gather some men to search.”

“I’d be happy to bring a message to Master Cassim. If
a horse could be provided?”

The majordomo looked hard at Radwan. “Very well.
You’ll do as well as anybody.” The man swung the gate wider and
Radwan entered the courtyard. Looking around at the luxurious
dwelling, he immediately began to calculate a higher amount he’d
need for ‘expenses.’

* * *

The moment Radwan left the compound riding a fine
mare with a small bag of coins jangling at his waist, Lateef began
to regret trusting the boy. He thought it best to send a second
messenger to Master Cassim. He called the stableboy to him.

“Take the swiftest horse in the stables. Find Master
Cassim as fast as you can,” Lateef said.

The slaveboy salaamed to Lateef and turned to run to
the stable.

“Saddle the horse and get some food to take along.
I’ll write a message for you to carry to the Master.”

The boy looked back and called out, “I’ll be ready in
a few minutes.”

“Good boy. Master Cassim rewards loyalty.” Lateef
hoped the last statement would prevent the boy from running away
with yet one more horse from the stable.






Chapter 10 - The Beast






Faiza, Harib and Bahar scattered in three different
directions, crashing into the underbrush in their haste to get
away. Parviz and Menog remained rooted in place. Parviz’s every
instinct screamed run! run, but his body refused to obey his
mind’s frantic commands.

“M . . . Menog, what is it?” he stammered, unable to
take his eyes off the huge head. “What is that thing?”

Menog didn’t answer. A quick, sidelong glance showed
the little man frozen in mid-stride, mouth agape, one foot lifted
for another step.

“Menog? Menog, please, say something! If you
can hear me, blink!” Menog didn’t blink, but Parviz thought the
little man’s eyes twitched.

The creature rose higher behind the trunk. A huge,
claw-tipped paw slapped down on the log to one side of the wide,
flattened head. A second later the other paw appeared. As Parviz
watched, horrified, the long, yellowish claws dug into the bark. It
began to pull itself up and over the trunk. When the beast reached
the top of the trunk, it paused for a second, regarding Parviz with
beady black eyes. The thing’s ears were small and rounded, set wide
apart on its massive head, over a short, blunt muzzle. Its entire
head was covered with coarse, dense black hair. Suddenly, a name
surfaced. A half-remembered story heard around a campfire.
Bear! The thing was a bear!

When the beast lurched forward and slithered down the
near side, Parviz was shocked to see that only the front half of
the thing resembled a bear. The back half was a huge snake!. This
could only be one of those strange creatures that was neither one
animal nor another, but a horrible combination of two. Parviz had
heard of the Minotaur, half man and half bull, and the Gryphon,
half eagle and half lion. The creature before him was a monstrous
blend of bear and serpent.

The bear-snake advanced on Parviz and Menog, pulling
itself forward with its muscular forelimbs. The snake tail sliding
over the top of the log. The thing was halfway across the clearing
before the end of the tail cleared the log. When the beast raised
the end of its tail and shook it, a harsh burring sound echoed off
the trees.

Parviz tried desperately, vainly to move. The awful
thing would reach them in seconds and then they would surely
die.

* * *

Harib slowed his headlong flight, then stopped,
gasping for breath. Hearing a noise to his left, he looked over to
see Bahar head down, arms braced against a large boulder, just as
winded as he was. As Harib pushed through the underbrush toward his
friend, he heard Faiza call his name. “Harib, Bahar, where are you
guys?”

“Here! Over here.”

Faiza joined them a few seconds later. One of her
sleeves was ripped, and she had a long scratch running across her
forehead and up into her hair.

“We have to go back, right?” Harib asked.

Faiza nodded vigorously, still too winded to
speak.

“Of course,” Bahar answered without hesitation, “we
can’t just leave them there.”

The three friends locked eyes for a second, then
turned as one and started back through the forest toward the
clearing.

* * *

Parviz squeezed his eyes shut, the only part of his
body he could control, as the creature approached. He stood,
waiting for the beast to strike, when a deep, rasping voice sounded
in his head.

“You need not fear me, mortal.”

Slowly, Parviz opened his eyes. The huge head was
only inches from his face, so close that its hot breath ruffled his
hair. It smelled vaguely of mint. Those small black eyes bored into
his.

“I am Aesma. You may speak.”

“What . . . why―?” Parviz struggled to frame a
coherent reply.

“Dev has sent me to speak to you, to tell you of your
destiny.”

“Dev? My destiny? You . . . you mean Dev, the
god of war?”

“Yes.”

A chill ran down his back and Parviz felt his knees
go weak. If he had been capable of movement, he would have fallen
to the ground. The god of war’s emissary! Speaking to him! “What
does Dev want?”

“Dev would have you fight for his cause. If you will
do this, you will become a great warrior. Your deeds will become
legend and your name will be honored until the end of time. Dev
promises you this in return for your obedience.”

“A warrior!” Parviz could scarcely believe it. “A
great warrior!” Elation surged through him. “I have dreamed
of this ever since I could remember!”

“Of course you have. Dev knows this. Even as a child,
you sensed your true destiny.”

“I’ll do it! Tell me what, and I’ll do it! Whatever
Dev wants.”

“A warning, mortal. Speak of this to no one. These
companions you travel with are not the friends they pretend to be.
They will stand in your way if they can. Keep your silence until
Dev sends you a sign. The others must not know. A great battle is
coming. Your friends will take one side, you must take the
other.”

Suddenly, Parviz found that he could move. “What
about him?” he asked, pointing at Menog. The little man no longer
seemed aware of his surroundings. His eyes were glazed over, and he
stood as if made of stone.

“He sees nothing and hears nothing. He will not know
that I was here.”

“Should I stop the others now, before the
battle?”

“No, this battle must occur; it is written in your
future. It must take place.”

“I’ll do as you say,” Parviz vowed. “I’ll do whatever
you say.” He was trembling with excitement.

“Good. Watch for Dev’s sign. Until then, continue as
you have been doing. Remember, say nothing to the others. Dev
commands this.”

Aesma turned from Parviz and slithered away, fading
as it moved. When it reached the edge of the clearing, it vanished
completely.

Suddenly, Menog stumbled and went to one knee. He
stood up, shaking his head in confusion. “What happened?”

“Nothing. That thing looked us over, then it went
away. I guess it decided we weren’t good to eat or something.”

“Words. I remember words―” Menog said, rubbing his
eyes. “Not remember what they mean.”

“Don’t worry about it, Menog. You couldn’t move for a
while. I couldn’t either. But we’re all right now. Everything is
all right.”

* * *

Just as Parviz spoke, Harib, Faiza and Bahar burst
into the clearing, waving the sticks they had armed themselves with
and yelling as loud as they could. When they saw only Parviz and
Menog, they stumbled to a halt.

“Where is it? What happened? Are you all right?

“We’re fine. Nothing happened. It didn’t hurt
us.”

“That’s a relief,” Harib said, dropping his makeshift
club to the ground. The others put their improvised weapons down as
well.

“But what happened?” Faiza demanded.

“I told you, nothing. It just looked at us, then it
left.”

Faiza’s brow furrowed in concern. ‘Oh, nothing’
didn’t seem adequate to describe an encounter with such a
beast.

“Menog?” she asked.

The little man frowned, glancing at Parviz, but shook
his head.

“Let’s get going, shall we?” Parviz said and walked
to the fallen tree. He pulled himself to the top of the log and
turned to the others. “Come on, I’ll give you a hand.”

Faiza watched as the others walked to the log.
Something wasn’t right―she could feel it. Why would that thing just
leave? She had the feeling there was something that Parviz wasn’t
telling them, something very important. She resolved to keep her
eyes and ears open. Anahita had warned her that the boys would be
lost to her. Was Parviz the first?

 


 


 


 



Chapter 11 - Descent

 


Menog led and the others followed when they
continued up the path toward the caldera rim. Parviz wasn’t much of
a talker at any time, but he was even quieter than usual as they
climbed. His answers to Bahar’s and Harib’s questions about the
encounter with the beast were short, almost to the point of
rudeness. Faiza, bringing up the rear, couldn’t help but think that
they were evasive as well. He was hiding something. Something had
happened in that clearing. Something Parviz didn’t want to talk
about, she was sure of it. But, how to find out?

Two more hours of hard climbing brought them to the
top. A last scramble over jumbled rocks, and they stood on the
crater’s lip. Shrugging out of their packs, the hikers paused to
catch their breath and admire the view for a moment. Before them,
the mountains rose in serried ranks, their tops hidden in the
clouds. Behind them, the valley they had left lay spread out below.
Looking back over her shoulder, Faiza could see a faint streak of
blue beyond the far wall of the crater―the ocean.
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