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“The great two-handed
blade rose high, paused
an instant ere it began
its shearing sweep.”

HE sultan Schamas-ad-Din of

Djalan-bati yawned prodig-

iously, rubbed his eyes, blinked,
and adjusted his turban. An attend-
ant rearranged the pile of cushions
wherefrom the prince had emerged,
so that His Highness might more
comfortably resume the sitting pos-
ture from which he had slumped an
hour ago.

A second attendant, kneeling, pre-
sented a tray of sweetmeats and a
flagon of chilled wine. A third of-
fered the sultan the stem of a narghi-
leh. But the prince wished neither
to drink nor to smoke.

‘“Absal,”’ said the sultan to the
seribe who sat at the foot of his mas-

ter’s dais, ‘‘of what were we speak-
ing?”’

‘“These papers, my lord.”’.

The wrinkled, leathery old scribe
thrust before the sultan’s sleepy eyes
a bundle of papers and documents.

““Quite so, Absal.”’

Another world-engulfing yawn.

““Take them out and attend to
them. I am very busy today. And
by the way, have the apricots ar-
rived ?”’

‘‘Not yet, my lord.
hard trip from Persia.”’

The scribe withdrew, scowling at
the great sheaf of papers that repre-
sented the neglected affairs of the
realm.

It is a long,
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The sultan sucked a wisp of smoke
from his narghileh, sipped a bit of
wine, stroked his curled beard, then
turned to the eunuch who guarded the
entrance to the harem.

‘““Saoud, didn’t you pick up a
Kashmiri dancing girl the other
day?’’

‘‘She awaits my lord’s pleasure.’’

And without further command, the
eunuch entered the seraglio to sum-
mon the Kashmiri.

From behind a carven teakwood
screen at the sultan’s right came the
wailing, piping, mournful notes of
reed instruments, and the faint puls-
ing of atabals. The concealed mu-
sicians had been awaiting their cue,
even as had the Kashmiri girl who
was about to make her debut before
the sultan.

The piping subsided. Then came
three thin, vibrant, shivering notes
of a gong; and, as the sighing, whin-
ing reeds resumed their cadence, the
Kashmiri entered the presence.

Silent, shadowlike, she picked her
way across the tiled floor, each step a
formal pose to display her slim, ser-
pentine perfection for the sultan’s
approval. And then she danced with
weaving, twining steps and sinuous
arms: lithe, wondrous swift, with ges-
ture and contortion that aroused even
the phlegmatic despot from his leth-
argy. A silken veil rippling in the
breeze; a moonbeam shimmering on a
sword-blade ; a wisp of smoke curling
from a censer; all these, but surely
not a woman it was whose gilded
limbs gleamed before the nodding
prince. Neither bracelet nor anklet
tinkled; for this being her first ap-
pearance, she was without jewels,
without any tokens of the master’s
approval.

Again the gong behind the screen
shivered its thin, rustling note. The
Kashmiri sank in obeisance before her
lord to receive from his hand some
trophy to flaunt before her rivals in
the seraglio.
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Schamas-ad-Din  drew from his
pouch a small, heavy purse, weighed
it in his hand a moment, and replaced
it. Then from his turban he removed
the wondrous Father of Fire, a great,
livid ruby that flared fiercely from its
bed of diamonds.

““You are from the Valley of Kash-
mir? And your name?’’

“‘Istalani, my lord.”’

The girl’s eyes gleamed welcome to
the magnificence that smoldered be-
fore her.

““Ah, yes, I remember now. Kash-
mir . . . a land of rich gardens. . .”’

The sultan fingered the massive
ruby and its adamantine companions.

““Rich gardens . . . the finest and
loveliest of my apricot trees, even now
on the way from Ispahan, shall be
named after you,”’ coneluded the sul-
tan as with a magnificent gesture he
dismissed the girl and replaced the
glowing jewel in his turban.

‘Whereupon Schamas-ad-Din arose
from his dais and went into the gar-
dens to prepare with his own hands
the earth that was to receive the long-
awaited apricot trees.

FFAIRS of state and the adminis-
trative duties of a monarch were
nothing, and less than nothing, to the
Sultan Schamas-ad-Din of Djalan-
batfi. Absal, the ancient secretary
and ex-captain of the guard ‘he had
inherited from his father, had the ad-
ministration of affairs so well in hand
that the horticultural prinece had but
to sign on the dotted line, then spend
the remainder of the day in his gar-
dens. At times, of course, he would
in person dispense capricious justice
in the halls of public or private audi-
ence, and at times pause for an hour
of soporific music and the intricate
dances of his sultanas; but these were
after all but distractions from his im-
portant mission in life, that of potter-
ing about in his extensive gardens.
Here, certainly, was the perfect, un-
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troubled life of a prinee who reigned
painlessly and without care.

The following morning, as was his
custom, Absil awaited the sultan in
his study and arranged for his in-
spection the previous day’s accumula-
tion of papers: petitions, eommunica-
tions from mneighboring princelings,
statements from the Feringhi engi-
neers who worked the rich mineral
deposits of Djalan-batd and for the
privilege paid royalties so heavy that
the taxation of the sultan’s subjects
had become a useless formality. And
all these affairs were handled as ca-
pably by Absial as they had been ad-
ministered by the chief wazir whose
recent death had left the seribe heir
to the duties, though not the rank, of
the deceased. '

The responsibilities were Absal’s,
though not the title, the prestige, nor
the privilege of that high office. And
for this the old man had to thank
Zaid, the court astrologer, the crafty
star-gazer who played well and skil-
fully on the sultan’s credulity.
Schamas-ad-Din had informally prom-
ised Absal the post of chief wazir;
and then he had become evasive. In
due course the truth leaked out,
reaching the scribe’s ears in a fairly
complete report of the conversation
that had wrecked his ehanees of ad-
vancement.

“. . . Absal doubtless is learned,
but he is simple-minded . . . lacking
in the astuteness requisite to a chief
wazir, one who must partake in a
measure of my lord’s cunning and
shrewdness . . . eonsider, my lord, the
unhappy configuration, here in the
sixth house. And see, here in the as-
cendant, what unfavorable signs . . .
surely my lord will not eonsider el-
evating Absal to that high position
when all the omens and all the stars
are against it. . .”’

-And then the sultan had side-
stepped, asking the astrologer who,
then, he would recommend. Whereat
the astrologer had dissembled, not
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deeming it wise at that time to offer
his own uncle as a candidate; for
even the sultan’s obtuseness had its
limits.

All this Absil learned and in a
measure verified by seeing that day
by day the unele of the astrologer
became more and more preminent at
court. But the scribe could do mne
more than curse all stars and all star-
gazers, and patiently wait for the op-
portunity that would enable him te
discredit his enemy.

The seribe had scarcely commenced
his day’s work when Zaid entered,
laden with charts, and resplendent in
the garb of his office.

““And with you be peace,”’ re-
torned Absil to the astrologer’s salu-
tation, then resumed his task.

Before the seribe had arranged the
portfolio of documents in heaps ac-
cording te their nature and ultimate
disposal, the sultan himself entered,
preceded by eight cadavercus Anmna-
mite fan-bearers, and followed by his
personal attendamts.

““A thousand years!”’ greeted Zaid
and the seribe as they made their
salaam to the prince.

‘“What news this morning, Absil?*’

““The Feringht engineers seem bent
on robbing us.”

‘‘And what of my apricot trees?’’
interrupted the sultan, before the
seribe could report on the mining
syndicate.

‘“They arrived last night, my lord.
Here is a message from the head por-
ter. Now as to the Feringhsi. . .”

“Let that wait. You should have
notified me Jlast night the moment
those trees arrived. Zaid, determine
a day propitions to their planting.
And you, Absil, check them in imme-
diately, and note their eondition care-
fully. Report to me as soon as yom
are through.”’

The astrologer busied himself with
his charts.

Absél departed on his urgent mis-



782 WEIRD

sion, letting the affairs of the realm
take care of themselves.

““Each worth its weight in gold,
and more,’’ reflected the scribe, as he
checked those young apricot trees
whose commonplace appearance be-
lied their precious character, price-
less in view of their long trip from
Persia, and doubly so in view of the
sultan’s whim,

‘‘Seventy-two . . . seventy-three . . .
this one can not survive . . . seventy-
four . . . this one has been scorched

. . seventy-five . . . someone’s head
will answer for this . . . seventy-six
. . . seventy-seven . . . boy, the sultan
spoke of forty trees; and there are
over eighty in this lot.”’

““You are right, uncle. But look
at their labels and you will see that
they are not all apricot trees, even
though they do look much alike.
Half of them are nectarines.’’

‘““Well then, and did he also order
nectarines?”’

“‘No. But the head porter brought
them along as a bit of speculation.
It costs no more to carry eighty than
forty. He will sell them in the souk
today.”’

“So . .. well, help me sort them
out. And by the way, I may buy
some of those nectarines for my own
garden. Gardening is the great game
here . . . perhaps the road to royal
favor,”’ mused the scribe as he de-
parted.

When Absil sought the sultan to
inform him that the trees had been
checked in and were in good condi-
tion, he found him still in confer-
ence with Zaid, who, with charts de-
ployed, was laying his customary fog
of astrological jargon.

‘““A few have been slichtly dam-
aged, my lord; but the count is never-
theless in excess of what you expeect-
ed. T have just turned them over to
the chief gardener.’’

‘¢ Allah forbid! I must plant them
with my own hands, three days hence,
at an hour to be named by Zaid. Tell
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Musa . .
myself.’’

‘““‘But what of these papers, my
lord ?”’

““Take them with you. I will be
busy all day. You can handle them.”’

. never mind, I’ll tell him

UPON leaving the sultan, Absal
sought the head porter and
bought the lot of nectarine slips, pay-
ing then and there the exorbitant
price he demanded. This done, he
made short work of affairs of state.
But despite his haste, it was late in
the afternoon before he was free to
pursue some recently conceived plans
of his own.

His first move was to go in search
of Musa, the chief gardener; not at
his house, but in the various caravan-
sergr and wine shops near the souk.
In the third tavern he found Musa,
drunk, as usual, but not, as Absil ex-
pected, riotously gleeful.

‘‘Peace be with you, friend Musa,’’
saluted the seribe.

The gardener returned the peace,
and, flattered at the notice of so high
a person, offered him wine. And with
the wine he inflicted his latest griev-
ance, told how the sultan had, in the
presence of the gardeners under him,
strictly forbidden him to touch those
precious apricot trees; had forbidden
him, Musa, to set out those -accursed
trees from Persia.

““Well now,”’ thought Absal, as he
heard the gardener’s sorrows, ‘‘this
is excellent. The chances are that
I’ll not even have to suggest it. . .
Still . . . it might never occur to this
ass of a gardener that it would be a
rare jest to sprinkle salt about the
roots of those fiend-begotten trees,
and then watch them mysteriously
wilt and die. . .”’

After numerous drafts of Musa’s
wine, Absil contrived to put in a few
words of his own.

“‘That is what I call lack of appre-
ciation! To think of affronting you,
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who for twenty years served his
father, upon whom be peace!’’

‘““And exceeding prayer!’’ inter-
Jected Musa. ‘‘That was bad enough;
but that was but half of it.”’

The gardener gulped a glass of
wine, grimaced fiercely, and sim-
mered in his grievances.

““So. . . Really, you interest me
strangely, Musa. Come to my house
where we can talk in privacy, and
drink Shirazi from the sultan’s own
cellar,’’ suggested Absal.

And thus it was that shortly after
sunset, the scribe and the chief gar-
dener reeled across the courtyard of
the palace, chanting in broken, un-
certain cadence. The gardener’s
gloom was alternated with flashes of
his usual good humor. With song
and denunciation drunkenly mingled,
they tottered into Absal’s quarters;
and, upon the advent of the scribe’s
servant with a jar of Shirazi, began
anew the discussion of their several
SOTTOWS.

“Drink wine, oh my brother, for
the world is but a breath of wind,”’
hiccupped Absal, who was scarce as
drunk as he seemed.

“Iblis fly away with your wine,’’
protested the gardener.

But unable to resist the old man’s
invitation to drink the master’s wine,
he drained the glass at a draft.

* ““And the black hands of Abbadon
strangle all sultans and all astrolo-
gers!”’

‘‘Especially all astrologers,’”’ sug-
gested Absal.

‘‘Especially all sultans!’’ contra-
dicted Musa.

““Well now, friend, you have your
grievances. But why feel so bitter
about it? The chances are that the
gardeners under you did not even
hear the sultan’s words.”’

. Musa stared somberly
depths of his Cairene goblet.

‘““A mere trifle, that. Come now,
Musa, tell me the truth,’’ wheedled
the seribe. ‘‘What is on your mind?

into the
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Ig I re’l,nember rightly, you suggest-
ed. . .

‘““Many things. Remember, ten
days ago, they sold a Kashmiri girl
in the souk? Lovely as the morning
star. . .”’

‘“‘Remember? Well now, and were
I not an old man, I would have
bought her myself. And it seems to
me that you were there, bidding
heavily.”’

““To what end?’’ queried the gar-
dener dolorously. ‘‘That fat eunuch
outbid me in behalf of the sultan, that
old wind-bag with more girls than he
could name ‘in a day. Oh, loveliest
of all loveliness! And that father of
many little piglings robbed me of her,
bidding his great wealth against my
poverty. And I could have bought
her otherwise, for no one else was bid-
ding against me.”’

““So that is the lay of the land, eh,
Musa? Well, and I should grieve
also, were I in your place. But is it
not written. . .’”

“Rot! You with your Persian
verses. . .”’

““Softly, Musa, softly! Do you
suppose that the Kashmiri was
pleased with the bargain? Surely she
would prefer a handsome young fel-
low like yourself. And didu’t she
weep when Saoud led her to the pal-
ace?”’

And then Absil, to whom came all
palace gossip, related the tale of the
Kashmiri’s debut, and of her rich re-
ward.

‘““Named a tree after her!’’

The gardener spat disgustedly, then
stared sourly at the gilded serolls on
the wall.

““Tell me, Musa, are you really a
man of courage? Do you really want
the girl? It happens that Saoud has
me to thank that his head is still
above his shoulders. He can refuse
me nothing within reason. I think—
I am sure it could be arranged.’’

The ensuing half-hour was spent in
smothering the gardener’s protesta-
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tions of gratitnde and assurances as
to his courage.

THE succeeding three days were
slow of passage, weary and anx-
ious and nerve-racking to gardener
and sultan alike. The former thought
of the lovely Kashmiri behind the
barred windows of the seraglio, look-
ing, perhaps, into the very garden
wherein he worked; the latter count-
ed the hours and fretfully awaited
the sunset of that day which would
be favorable to the planting of those
fine young apricot trees from Ispa-
han. :

Absil went about his duties as
usual. At times he permitted him-
self a shadow of a smile as his lean
old talons stroked his long, white
beard. And the smile widened when-
ever he caught sight of the astrologer.
The old man even went so far ds to
purchase a silver-white Kochklani stal-
lion, richly ecaparisoned after the
Moorish fashion.

““A chief wazr,”’ he reflected,
‘‘should be well mounted when he ap-
pears in publie.”’

SUNSET of the third day. The as-
trologer, with the sultan at his
side, stood in the garden, waiting for
the lord of the sign to rise into the
position of good omen. At last he
lowered his astrolabe.

‘““Now, my lord, you may plant the
first tree. The one named after the
Kashmiri. And be assured that they
will flourish and prosper in the
shadow of your magnificence,’’ he
concluded, as -he received from the
sultan’s hand a small purse, heavy
as only gold could make it.

Musa stood by with the necessary
implements, fidgeting and paeing
about as the sultan with serupulous
care set each tree in place, cheeked
its alinement with its mates, irrigated
it with rose-water. And from time
to time the ehief gardener glanced
over his shoulder at a cavernous,
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barred window overlooking the gar-
den.

The sultan, wearied at last by his
own frenzy of enthusiasm, left the
garden, followed by the astrologer.

No sooner had the gate closed after
them than Absal emerged from the
shadow of a plane-tree. The gar-
dener approached at the scribe’s low
whistle. ‘

“‘She is expecting you, Musa.”’

‘“ And she will go?"”’

‘‘She favors you. But it is for you
to persuade her. Tap at the bars of
that window. And if you can con-
vince her of your worth, she will tell
you of the means I have devised for
her escape. I will be waiting with
horses just outside the garden wall.
You can pass the sentries at the East-
ern Gate, and once clear, ride across
the border into Laera-kai, where you
ean rest secure under the protection
of an old friend of mine high in the
rajah’s favor. Or would you rather
not leave the service of the master
you have served so long?”’

‘““Iblis fly away with all sultans!
. . . What's that?’’ whispered Musa,
lowering his voice at the sound of a
heavy step and the tinkle of spurs
just outside the garden gate.

‘“Only the captain of the guard on
his way to inspect the sentries along
the city wall. If he is at the gate,
you can not pass, even though I have
bribed the sentries. So lose no time!
And T will go out on the wall and
detain him.”’

Whereupon Absil departed to seek
the captain of the guard, leaving
Musa to meet his fate at the barred
window.

After several unsuccessful attempts,
Musa drew himself to the crest of the
wall, just beneath the window, whose
sill was at about the height of his
shoulders. With the garden keys he
tapped lightly on the bars; waited a
moment ; tapped again.

Silence, save for the splashing wa-
ters of a near-by fountain; not a
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sound ecame from within the seraglio.
Standing there on the wall beneath
that forbidden window, Musa felt all
the eyes of Djalan-batli were impal-
ing him. And from the blackness
within he felt destruction blindly
groping to reach and strangle him.
He cursed the dazzling whiteness of
the moonlight; shivered at the
thought of what would befall him if
his mad escapade were witnessed;
damned all seribes and all Kashmiri
girls; but, just on the point of sink-
ing back into the garden, he collected
himself and tapped again.

-Out of the blackness of that forbid-
den apartment came a breath of jas-
mine, and musk, and nenufar; then
a misty, nebulous whiteness material-
ized, took form before his eyes; the
Kashmiri, lovely beyond the maddest
of all desires, was at the window, her
slim fingers curled about the bars that
kept him from her. She smiled gra-
ciously, as might a goddess at the
adoration of a clown.

Before that wondrous beauty Musa
felt his courage evaporate. Who
would dare aspire to such perfection?

““You are the Emir Musa whom the
sultan outbid in the souk?”’

She had mistaken him, a gardener,
for an emir!

‘“‘Even so, Lady of Beauty. And I

am here to take you to Lacra-kai,
where I have powerful friends.’’
“You will take me . . . if I will
“But you will go. For I love and
desire you as no man ever desired
any woman.”’

““But the danger. . .”’

‘““Hurry, and we are safe. Didn’t
you smile at me as I made my bids,
and weep when they took you to the
sultan? Surely you will go . . . to-
night.”’

“I might ... ITwill...if...”
she conceded.

“If what?’?

“If you will first uproot those ac-
cursed apricot trees to leave a fare-

go

785

well token for that old wine-skin who
named one of them after me! They
mock me day and night, those female
hyenas! Anywhere, Musa. . . The
bars of this window have been sawed
at the top. So destroy those trees and
then release me,”’

‘““We have no time,”’

‘‘Nonsense.’’

““Then kiss me, Wondrous One.”’

“First uproot those wretched trees
and’ I will deny you mnothing. Hur-
ry!’” ’

A low, rippling laugh, half of de-
light, half of mockery, urged the gar-
dener to his task as he dropped from
his perch upon the wall.

Vengeance, and the Kashmiri, and
then a fast horse. . .

‘“ Y ©LORD,”’ announced Absil,
shortly after the hour of
morning prayer of the following day,
‘‘there are numerous letters that re-
quire your personal attention.’’
““Write the answers yourself and
have them ready for me when I re-
turn. I am going to inspect. . .”’
‘“A thousand years!’’ saluted the
captain of the guard as he clanked to
a halt at the foot of the dais.
““Why this haste, Isa?’’ snapped
the sultan. ‘‘Riots? Insurrection?’’
““Worse than that, my lord. A
madman entered the gardens last

~night and uprooted. . .”’

‘“What? My apricots?”’

“Even so. I captured him last
night as he was uprooting the last
tree.”’

“‘Carve him in a thousand pieces!
Impale him! Flay him alive!’’ sput-
tered the sultan. ‘‘Bring him in im-
mediately.’’

And then and there the sultan
rushed into the garden, cursing the
earth, and the heavens, and the pow-
ers that made them both. Isa was
right: not a tree had been left in
place. Each of those precious apricot
slips had been uprooted and broken,
and now lay wilting in the fierce



786 WEIRD

morning sun, ruined beyond all re-
demption.

““All the way .from Ispahan,’’
mourned Schamas-ad-Din as he stag-
gered back to the throne-room,
stunned and dumb from the sight of
that ruin.

Coincident with the sultan’s return
from the scene of destruction was the
arrival of Isa, followed by a detach-
ment of the guard.

““The prisoner, my lord,” an-
nounced the captain, indicating the
heavily shackled culprit.

The sultan, upon
Musa, exploded afresh.

Realizing the enormity of his of-
fense, the gardener knew that there
remained but to learn the sultan’s
faney in unusual torments. There
was no plea to be offered. With
dumb resignation he faced the sul-
tan’s frenzy. To say that the Kash-
miri had urged him to the deed would
but add to the sultan’s wrath.

As fram a great distance now
came the sultan’s choking, apeplectic
tirade. At the right of the dais stood
the African executioner, fingering his
crescent-bladed simitar. And there
was the astrologer who had caused
him, Musa, to be hnmiliated dbefore
his sabordinates. Very trivial it all
seemod now. And to the left sat the
seribe, ealm, expressionless, plaecidly
stroking his long, white beard; there
was the man who had urged him to
his madness. It all seemed unreal,
fantasmal. And the sultan’s torrent
of wrath rolled on, threatening tor-
ment without end for him, Musa.

Then the scribe smiled as one view-
ing a spectacle that, though weari-
some, still has its amusing features.
Absil, the cause of it all, emiling!

““It’s his fault, my lord! The Kash-
miri told me to destroy them. . .”’

And thus, incoherently, he blurted
forth the entire story.

The astrologer’s exultation was
boundiess.

“Did T not prophesy, my lord?

recognizing

TALES

What manner of chief wazir weuld
this old traitor Absil have been?’’

The sultan choked ; turned the color
of an old saddle.

The African glanced from omne cul-
prit to the other, wondering which
would first need his attention.

And then the captain of the guard
put in a word.

““My lord, this man is stark mad.
Absal had nothing to do with it. In
faet, it was he who informed me that
a maniac was uprooting your trees,
and sent me to capture him. But I
was too late to save the apricots.”’

‘“Even so, my lord,”’ eonfirmed
Absil, after crueifying the astrologer
with a glanece, ‘I found him in the
caravanserai, drunk with wine and
drugged with hasheesh. He babbled
of the affront offered him when my
lord with his own hands desired to
plant those trees. And he raved of a
Kashmiri girl. Look and see whether
there are hoof-prints where he
claimed that horses were waitmg to
take him and the girl to Lacra-kai.
And see also whether the bars in that
window are really sawed through.
What?! Am I to answer for the
frenzy of a madman ?’’

All of which convineed the sultan.

‘“ Anoint him in boiling 0il! Bathe
him with molten lead!’’ eoughed the
prince, indieating Musa. ‘‘No, carve
him in small pieees here and now!’’

four members of the guard, each
seizing a limb, dragged the gardener
to his kmees on the tiles before the
dais.

The African advanced, gaged the
distance, twice stamped the tiles and
set himself, all poised to strike. The
grent fcwo-handed blade rose high,
paused an instant ere it began its
shearing sweep .

“Q op! 129

The clear woice of the old seribe
startled the African with its note of
command, so that the rhythm of his
stroke wae broken. He lowered his
blade and glared at Absél.



APRICOTS FROM ISPAHAN

The sultan leaped to his feet.

‘“‘He is mnot guilty,”’ declared the
seribe.

‘““What?
guilt ?*’

‘“‘Even so, he is not guilty.’’

‘“‘Explain yourself,”’ snapped the
sultan.

‘““Mountain of Wisdom,’’ began the
scribe, ‘‘why did you with your own
hand set out those trees instead of
letting Musa plant them$?’’

The seribe’s calm insolence amazed
the sultan into answering.

‘‘Because the learmed astrologer
had named a fortunate day for their
planting. And then this imbecile up-
roots them, after they had been set
out under favorable omens.’’

‘“Even so, Light of the World,”
interposed the star-gazer. ‘‘The
signs. . .”’

“Now, by the Prophet’s beard and
by your life!’’ exulted Absdl. ‘‘This
astrologer is the true eriminal! He
said that such and such was the for-
tunate hour, and lo, behold them al-
ready dying! Uprooted and ruined!
‘What manner of propheey is this?’’

“My lord. . .”’

“Silence, fool! He is right. Son
of an infidel pig, why did you name
such an unfortunate hour?’’

The African renewed his grip on
the hilt of his simitar and sought the
sultan’s eye. Two members of the
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guard advanced toward the star-
gazer.

‘“‘Impale him in the square. Flay
him alive and stretch his hide on the
Eastern Gate,’’ directed the sultan.
‘‘ And you, Absal, publish a proclama-
tion banishing all astrologers from
the city.”’ )

‘“Spare his worthless careass, m;
lord,”’> protested Absal. ‘‘Scourge
him out of the city, but spare his life.
For your apricots are safe and sound.
I anticipated that this ass of an as-
trologer would cast a false horoscope,
so I took your trees from the porters
and in their place substituted nee-
tarines, which you set out. And thus
your apricots await your pleasure.’’

‘¢ A BSAL,’’ remarked the sultan that
evening, as they watched Musa
setting out the apricots from Ispa-
han, ‘‘this was all a most curious af-
fair . . . this Kashmiri, by the way,
is not really to my taste. Perhaps
you would accept her as a token. . .”’
““Peace and prayer upon my lord,
but forty years ago, when I served in
the guard, I had my £ill of strife and
battle. Why not give her to Musa,
so that each may be the other’s pun-
ishment ¢”’

“But you are a subtle man, Ab-
sil,’’ replied the admiring prinee.
“ And now that you are chief wazir,
I may be able to devote more time to
my gardens.’’




