
        
            
                
            
        

    


THE BLACK CLOVER

by Andrej Koymasky
© 2015
Written on May 8, 1988
Translated by the Author
English text kindly revised
by an Australian friend
Cover drawing by Marco














TABLE OF CONTENT





	Roll 1 - ALIF - BAA - TAA


	Roll 2 - THAA - JIIM


	Roll 3 - HHAA


	Roll 4 - KHAA


	Roll 5 - DAAL - RAA


	Roll 6 - ZAAY


	Roll 7 - SIIN - SHIIN


	Roll 8 - S'SAAD - DDAAD


	Roll 9 - TTAA


	Roll 10 - Z'ZAA


	Roll 11 - 'AYN


	Roll 12 - GHAYN - FAA


	Roll 13 - QAAF


	Roll 14 - KAAF - LAAM


	Roll 15 - MIIM


	Roll 16 - NUUN


	Roll 17 - HAA - WAAW


	Roll 18 - YAA


	Glossary







	ROLL 1 - ALIF - BAA - TAA

	


		

ALIF

My life is by this time serene as a spring garden, and my soul awaits only Allah's call.


My Lord and Master has asked me to write these papers so that a trace of my humble life could remain, and, being a good and respectful servant I obey and write, even if to narrate what concerns me, I have to tell also about my Lord and Master, Allah bless Him in the Eternity.


My Lord will judge if what I am about to write has to be kept secret, burned or conserved. In writing these papers I will tell with the spirit of truth everything regarding me and all (it seemed to me) that distinguished my Sovereign in the long years Allah gave me the grace to spend in His service and at His side.






BAA


My name is Nadim ibn Yussuf el Saum, Grand Visir of the Shaikh Amin ibn Hassam el Salil, fifth sovereign of this sweet and strong land, blessed by Allah.


I was born during the Mulud of the year 1102 of the Ajirah, seventh child of Yussuf, donkey breeder in the El Saum mountains, were we are told that the Prophet slept one night in the period of His fast.


From my tender childhood I grazed my father's donkeys, so I spent long periods with those humble but precious animals on the slopes of the mountain, in perfect seclusion.


I passed my time observing the thousand marvellous creatures with which Allah populated my land: from the tireless ant to the shrewd little mountain mouse, to the powerful hawk with his sharp eyesight; from the multiform leaves to the rare flowers, now delicate and now so intense and intoxicating; to the changing color of the sky where invisible fly the genii. From all of those I was drawing and obtaining unconscious teachings that fed my soul.


Other times, on the contrary, to spend my time I found delight in playing a coarse whistle I had made by myself, inventing tunes or playing musics of my people's tradition. I liked very much to play, especially when I was in a place where it was possible to hear a faint far away echo. In that case it was to me like doing a duet with a faithful, invisible mate capturing my notes and sending them back in a delicate and gentle game.


Or else I sat or stretched on the grass and was lost in a thousand thoughts... Or sometimes I spoke to my donkeys, particularly with one I loved dearly: he was perhaps the eldest one of the flock and at times I found myself thinking that probably that animal did have a soul, an intellect and that he listened to me and really understood me.


In this way my childhood passed: thinking back on it I have to say that was not so good nor so bad, but certainly serene.


When I was back in the village, I seldom joined other boys in play or jokes: I normally preferred to go to the masjid where the muazzin, who was once a good meddah, told me stories or read me a passage of the Al Qur'an, teaching me little by little in this gentle way to read and to understand. In those years the source of all my culture, all my education, were taken as a baby drinks - both from nature and my muazzin. When about twelve I was able to read passably well, I had memorized several verses of Al Qur'an and I knew all the animals and plants living in my land.


The muazzin, 'Omar, had a liking for me and some times, on my request, he sang me one of the many wonderful tales he knew, thanks to his job as a meddah he had carried out when young: so I listened to fascinating, mysterious, amazing things and consequently I dreamed daydreams.


Little by little I started to dream of towns with slender minarets, more numerous than our village's trees and with domes in pure gold, with magnificent palaces built in white marble where lived wise shah with their visirs and with their harems that were guarded by powerful eunuchs, and I dreamed of wide, busy and lively streets, noisy and full of smells, where wandered robbers and merchants, wise men and faqir, soldiers and ulama.


In short, of my dreams was born in me desire, of my desire developed dissatisfaction, of my dissatisfaction the plan to abandon everything: family, village and donkeys, to go to the town, my dream town. To do what, I did not know, but sure wonderful things as happened to the protagonists of 'Omar's tales.






So one day, now fourteen, I said to my father I wanted to leave home, I wanted to leave the village to go to the capital. Quite the opposite of what I had feared, he didn't oppose me: he just told me to ask advice from our mullah. He gave me a few coins, invoked on me Allah's blessings and gave me his farewells. On the contrary my mother cried and the acute tone of her voice accompanied me as I was going away from home towards the masjid, vanishing little by little but remaining in my heart.


The mullah listened to me nodding with big movements of his head, then said:


"My boy, you want to go to the town: so it will be if this is also the will of Allah. Town is beautiful and terrible, like a woman: she can give you everything or become extremely jealous; she can ignore you or betray you; she can give you delight or make you suffer. It is up to you to be able to dominate her and not to be dominated by her.


"When you arrive at the capital, go immediately to the Great Masjid that is in front of our Shaikh's palace, be he blessed by Allah, and ask to be received by the Imam, Abbas el Kuds. Tell him I am sending you - he was my teacher. Probably he can help you to find honest and dignified work.


"Never forget your daily prayers and never miss the common prayers in the masjid on Fridays, and Allah will never abandon you.


"Now, go, and may Allah accompany you, my boy."


Those were, more or less, his words.






I left, therefore, on foot, feeling full of happiness and hopes. New skies, new times were waiting for me: the future belonged to me.


I walked and walked until the landscape started to be less familiar to me: I never had moved so far away from my village before this time. The valley was opening in front of me, extending in a wide plain that seemed to be waiting for me in a boundless embrace.


'Omar had illustrated to me the road to follow, tracing on the earth with a stick a sort of essential map and now his explanations, accurate and precise, full of details I had carefully memorized, were helping me at any crossroad to choose the right way and to feel a little less lost and less a stranger in those lands completely unknown to me.


Along the way, for a long while I didn't meet a soul, but the second day I passed a caravan: by the banners I understood it was composed of pilgrims doing their hajj to Mecca. Therefore I greeted them with the traditional "Salla-llah alaih ua sallama." and carried on with my way, followed by the blessings shouted to me by the pilgrims.


Now the road was flat, wide and straight, therefore I understood that the capital couldn't be so far away, yet nothing yet was visible on the horizon. I continued on my way with good stamina, but eventually fatigue started to make grow in me, even though I stopped to rest every night in a place protected by bushes or a small wall. But my desire not to waste my time, to soon reach my goal, gave wings to my feet. I didn't pay so much attention to the aching that was beginning to make heavy my legs and proceeded to walk with determination. My heart full of dreams soothed the fatigue in my young body.


At last, at dawn of the fourth day, I started to see something at the horizon, a peculiar profile I guessed were the capital's buildings. That gave me new energy. My eyes staring in that direction, I walked rapidly and soon, as I was little by little approaching, I began to distinguish the walls surrounding the town. I could see them more and more clearly and started to grasp their grandiosity, strength, coarse beauty. Then, from the compact mass of the ancient walls, I started to clearly distinguish, and could also count, seven minarets standing lean and straight like stalks of flowers near to bloom. I could distinguish two of them that seemed twins: they were very tall, white, their tops shining at the first sun. They had to have been those of the Great Masjid, built by the great-grandfather of the Sheikh, that is by the founder of the dynasty, the great Ali ibn el Ghazi, Dhimmi of the Baghdad's Khalifa.


Also the road, by now, was more crowded: there was an incessant coming and going of people of all kinds, of all ages, of all social conditions: people dressed in fashions I never did see before, rich lords with sumptuous and elegant attires, but also ragamuffins and beggars with a miserable and wretched aspect I never before guessed could exist.


Finally I reached a town gate, the one called "The Crooked". Nowadays it does no more exist, having been demolished when was rebuilt that part of the walls that now enclose the capital in the north. It was wide open, but guarded by several Shaikh's soldiers observing carefully everybody entering or going out. Sometimes they greeted with a nod somebody they knew, sometimes they stopped some passerby to examine what he was carrying, but the most of time they seemed to be almost indifferent to the traffic. Only their attentive eyes, moving and alive, betrayed the care with which they were carrying out their duty to protect the town and all she contained.


I passed under the huge arch of the gate feeling almost frightened and I had a sensation as if I was penetrating a giant - I hoped a good one - to go forward in his body.


That gate was called "The Crooked" because the street entering through it did two sharp bends so that neither from outside was it possible to see the town houses, nor from inside could you see the outside. I presumed it had been built that way for defense reasons, but at that time I just got a sense of mystery that, mixed with my desire to "discover" the city, while I was passing in there, caused my heart to beat with unusual force.


I wandered in the town's streets: how many huge houses, how many splendid buildings, how many strange and marvellous things and above all, what a bustle! How many people! How many noises, smells, colours! I was almost dazed.


I arrived at the Bazaar and was likewise bewildered by the confusion, by the quantity of people walking almost at elbow contact, yelling, by the sing-song calls of vendors, by the thousand merchandises exposed plentifully, by the penetrating smells of foods and of goods, smells changing at every sidestreet of the Bazaar. I wandered in it far and wide, all over, my eyes wide open from wonder, until I lost completely my sense of direction and my sense of time.


When my body started to protest for the fatigue, I remembered my destination: I had to ask several times what direction I had to walk to reach the Great Masjid.






TAA


Out of the Bazaar, the streets now seemed to me, in contrast, almost empty and silent. I followed the way shown to me, a slight slope and, suddenly, I emerged on a wide, open, level space in whose center was erected the masjid. Even if it was the back, I was stricken breathless. It was completely built in pure white stone carved in bas-relief with geometrical patterns and was decorated with colourful panels of blue ceramic tiles with ornamental motifs in black, red and gold. There was a narrow and long window, closed by a colorful stained glass. I entered the precincts looking all around, open-mouthed, my eyes wide open, feeling full of reverential awe and respect.


Arrived at the fountains I did the prescribed ritual purification, then I climbed the stairs, left my slippers and entered the cool and mystic dim light of the holy place: all the floor was entirely covered by soft and beautiful carpets.


It wasn't the prayer time so there were just a few men praying here and there. I sat on the carpets and recited into my heart all the prayers I knew.


After a long while, by this time relaxed by the atmosphere reigning in that marvellous place, re-tempered my body, tired from the long journey, strengthened in my soul thank to the prayers I had said, I stood up and went to look for the muazzim. When I found him, I said respectfully who I was, on behalf of whom I was there, and asked him if he could introduce me to the Imam.


The man listened to me with patience, than told me to wait. He was back in a short time, told me to follow him and took me to the presence of the holy man. This was an old man with a flowing and thick beard of the color of melting silver, with a big aquiline nose, two amazingly black and thick eyebrows, two penetrating eyes. He was wrapped up in a wide, loose cloak made of soft cloth of the colour of wood charcoal and had a turban of the same colour. He was saying a rosary and his lips barely moved, and was reciting, without emitting any sound, the ninety-nine perfections of Allah.


The muazzim introduced me and left me alone in presence of the venerable Imam. This one, that seemed he had not even heard what my guide had just told, after a while signalled me to seat near him and said:


"Yes, I remember very well your mullah: he was my pupil thirteen years ago."


Then he again became silent - only his eyes scrutinized me carefully, as if he was reading in the deepest secrets of my soul, then started to ask questions.


Some were direct, relevant and pertinent:


"How old are you... Why did you come to the city... What are you able to do..."


but some made me perplexed: "What is the colour of a fig tree flower... How many hairs are there in a donkey's ear... How many dates can a man fasting for eight days eat..."


I answered the best I could, respectfully, but I started to think that perhaps his age had to have done some tricks to his brain.


At last the Imam said: "Well, boy. You can stop at the school of this Masjid, in order to study and become a good mullah. Now go to see the muazzim and tell him to settle you in the school, with the first year students."


That said, he seemed to forget me and he started again to silently pray, barely moving his lips, his vacant look lost in emptiness.


So my life in the school of the holy man started. His brain worked perfectly and he was a man of a very wide culture, of a deep wisdom, and above all very kind and patient.


My life in the school was pleasurable; I was learning many and many things and often the teachers complimented me on my progress.


But my restless nature was source to not a few problems: one of the things they had to forbid me was to climb. I climbed everywhere: once they found me hanging from the big chandelier of the Masjid and the poor muazzim almost fainted for fear, because he couldn't understand how I had managed to go up there, and he was scared I could fall headlong in any moment, probably even with the chandelier. Another time I was caught while climbing a minaret from outside: I had yet to climb more than one third, when I heard one of my teachers shouting and ordering me to come back immediately.


Another point, I think, that posed not a little problem to my teachers: my answers not serious enough to the problems they were submitting us. Once they asked us to explain why women had to always have their faces covered with a veil. None of us boys could find the right answer. So, I, not succeeding in holding back what fluttered in my head, exclaimed:


"It must be because Allah, after the creation of the woman, did notice how ugly she was, so said: 'From now on, you will hide your face, otherwise...'"


I could not end the sentence, because I received a really strong slap on my head and our teacher ordered me to refrain from speaking nonsense.


Another time, our teacher questioned us about the meaning of the fast. I answered triumphantly:


"But, of course! Because if you do not fast, one becomes fat and ugly, hence ruining Allah's work..."


The Imam, for a while, even if he was scolding me, defended me and kept me in the school. But at last I think that even he could not do anything for me: at that point all the teachers affirmed that from me it was impossible to obtain even a mediocre mullah.


So, one day, the Imam summoned me to his presence and said:


"Nadim, you are a strong, nimble and agile boy, you have a sharp and ready intelligence, Allah blessed you with not a few gifts, but you are also too lively, restless and at times also not respectful. Probably I made a mistake when I thought to make of you a mullah: probably this is not your way. And yet, I feel you will do very well for yourself. I am sorry I can no more keep you in our school... But where I am sending you, they will be able to use at the best your exuberant energy, and even without reining you in, they will be able to teach you the discipline you are lacking. So, since our Sheikh is enlisting new guards for the Prince, I decided to send you to the Palace to undertake the soldier's tasks. You have a strong sense of honour and I believe that, at least there, you will be appreciated. I have already spoken to the Chief of the Guard, and he will send for you in a short time. Farewell, my son."


To tell the truth, in the first moments I was hurt. But I also felt that I must have passed all the limits and that the Imam could not possibly do otherwise. I went to my dormitory, made a small bundle of my belongings, farewelled my friends and went to see the muazzim waiting for the soldiers to come take me.


After all it would not be too bad to be soldier in the guard of prince Amin: He was, at that time, ten years old. At his birth the astrologer had predicted for him a wonderful future, actually they said that he had the luck sign impressed in his body: three moles each as big as a lentil, at the level of his liver, close, joined to shape a kind of black clover.


It was predicted also that death would have brushed him several times but that would grasp him only at a late age.


I was happy to become a guard of the prince, as much because the Palace guards were dressed with rich, colorful and beautiful uniforms, had shining swords and got admiration and respect from everybody. This, for the kind of boy I was, was as important as possible in my eyes. Everything considered, I said to myself while waiting while they came to take me, the change wasn't so bad. On the contrary, I remember I thought at a one point, perhaps it was for me real and true luck the Imam decided not to keep me in the school.



In fact, as can be seen in the continuation of this story, my true luck started precisely that day.
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THAA

A soldier of the Shaikh came to take me: he was an imposing man and I felt small and frightened. We went out of the Masjid, crossed the square in front of it and, driven by this man with a surly aspect, I was shown inside the walls of the Shaikh's Palace, then taken to the court of the guards barracks. Here I was entrusted to an official who inscribed my data in a big logbook. Then I was taken to the dormitory where I was assigned a place to sleep. After that I was entrusted to a guard so that he could commence teaching me the rudimentary knowledge of weapons handling and to explain to me the orders and signals I had to obey from then on.


Within the year, the soldier explained me, the little Prince would be taken to the Great Masjid to be circumcised. He would then become fully a man and he would be declared Hereditary Prince. Before that day, the squad of selected guards appointed to his person must be ready: they all had to be young but skilled and trustworthy.


Besides me, there were many other youths that were trained so that the guards could make their choice - only the best ones would constitute the Prince's guards. The mediocre would become ordinary guards for service on the wall, and the worst would be declared unfit and at most become low level servants.


I immediately decided I had to distinguish myself, because I wanted at all costs to become part of the personal guard of the young Prince. I wouldn't have been satisfied with becoming a servant and much less to find myself to be on the streets with neither skills nor share.


In that place we didn't spend our time reading, writing, discussing Al Qur'an or disputing about the law, but we did mainly physical activities and I enjoyed that. In the little free time, moreover, we were allowed to jest and to play. I immediately liked this new life, even if it was rather tough. My skill in climbing and my agility were at once appreciated and praised, or better still I was pushed to perfect more and more. I learned to handle the sabre, the bow and the lance. I was taught horse-riding and I loved to execute acrobatic feats on a horse running at full gallop. Soon I learned all the tricks and the rules of fighting hand to hand, of horse riding and of weapon handling.


When the Guards Chief came to observe the progress of us last-arrived boys and to do a first selection, I was in the two thirds that could remain to continue their training.


We received our first uniform and we started to be placed on some of the duty shifts: we started from the easiest one, from the less honoraries: I still had not had the chance to enter into the second precinct, the one of the Official Palace, and less than less into the third precinct, the Private Residence of the Shaikh and his family. It could be amazing if I say that I had not yet seen the Little Prince, but you should understand that he was still living in the harem with his father's concubines and his mother, therefore it was virtually impossible for us to see him. But amongst us young guards we talked a lot about him, because everybody hoped to pass the second round of tests and to become the selected ones.


Among the Shaikh's selected guards, there was a certain Ismail, a strong and valorous man, that had a liking for me and that was for me more a teacher and a guide than simply an older comrade. Every one of us young had found among the selected guards a guide and a protector. That men, besides teaching us many things, took us often in service with them to train us, but above all they instilled in us the sense of honour, of pride for our duty, the corps spirit. In exchange, we served to them their food, we kept in order their belongings and performed for them hundreds of small services in our free time to repay them, at least partially, for the care they took of us. I was proud to have been chosen by Ismail and he soon became my model to imitate. I dreamed to become one day like him, big and powerful, selfconfident, strong and handsome, passionate and proud. Sometimes, when I went with him to the hammam for the bath, or in the evening when we were in the bed, he told me his adventures and I literally learned from his lips.


"Remember, Nadim, you must always be ready to give your life for your Lord. His life will be for you more precious than what you have most precious, more than your own life. Your Lord will be for you more than your father and your mother, more than a spouse, He will be the same as Allah himself. You have to honour Him and serve Him all your life long, doing always your best, or better, more than that," he often repeated to me.


I remember also that once he gave me an order and that I had tried to discuss it because I didn't think it was right, he said to me with some harshness and severity:


"I tell you now and I will not repeat it a second time, Nadim: a soldier obeys orders and after, if there is time and a way, possibly discusses them. At war, in danger, there is no worse enemy than discussion, wavering, thinking about your orders. He who gives you orders, normally, knows what you don't know and he has neither the time, nor the duty, to explain to you. Do not ever forget that. And now, obey!"


These teachings of his have been precious, I never forgot them, as I will never forget that mixture of tenderness and harshness Ismail used with me. I am sure I owe him more than gratitude, as when the last selection for the Selected Guard of the Prince was done, if I was one of the elected - between them I wasn't one of the best, but neither one of the least.


We were left in twenty four and were divided in four squads of six, each squad with one of us as leader and a Selected Guard of the Shaikh as our general chief. I had hoped that the Senior Guard, our chief, would be Ismail, but instead was chosen Ali el Ramad, just ten years older than us that were between fifteen and seventeen years old. He was the protector of my squad leader, Habib, two years my elder, the son of a court scribe.


New uniforms were made for us to distinguish us from the other guards, as belonging to the Prince, then we were introduced to the Visir. This man, after making a long speech and after examining us one after the other, introduced us to the presence of the Shaikh. This was my first time to see him close by: he was a man in the vigour of his years, tall and lean, with a well trimmed short beard and sharp eyes like a hawk. He was wearing brocade clothes and he had at his side a scimitar whose sheath was scattered with beautiful gems.


The Shaikh said that he entrusted us with his son's life, to our swords and to our lives and ordered us to protect him always and everywhere, all our life long, with our own lives. We all took the oath, then we were taken to another wing of the Palace that soon would be assigned to the Prince as his private quarters. They were just restructured rooms, really beautiful, shining of marble and majolica, decorated with scented and rare woods, situated all around a garden with a small fountain of white pure marble from which gushed fresh crystal-like water that spouted day and night, never stopping, in a sweet murmur. There were also two courtyards, one for the servants and the other, wider, for us of the guard corps. They made us visit carefully that wing of the Palace, in order that each of us would know exactly where each door led and what were the places to be vigilant for the safety of our Prince. We met all the persons that could have free access to the Prince's quarters, from the servants to the dignitaries. And at last we were received by our Little Prince who, in a few days, would be circumcised and would be elevated to his rank and his quarters.


Prince Amin, may Allah always bless him, as I said was then near to eleven. He was yet a proud boy, lean and elegant, really handsome and had the manners and features of a real lord. His look was earnest and straight, his voice firm and confident, and it was possible to foresee in Him the abundance of gifts Allah had bestowed profusely upon him. I was really proud to be at the service of such a Prince and in my heart I swore that I would given my life for him if need be.


We started our duty waiting for the Prince to move into his quarters. Those first days we kept watching on yet empty and silent rooms, besides the coming and going of servants putting in order the last things in the rooms so that all would be in order in the appointed time. We had at our disposal four rooms to sleep, in six per room, a hall to eat and spend our free time, a weapon room for weapons and training, a stable with horses and a little hammam: all these rooms surrounded the training courtyard. In my room, besides the boards with the six straw mattress, there was also the bed of El Ramad, our chief.






JIIM


Finally one day we were summoned, we were made to wear the new parade uniforms, we were set in rows and columns (6x4) and we went in formation to the Great Masjid where in a short time the Prince would be brought for the ceremony. He arrived: he was dressed all in white with marvellous jewels adorning him, emeralds and diamonds, green and white as his banner, and a soft white plume on his turban held in place by a big emerald. His face was serious, perhaps also a little worried, for the imminent ceremony and then I remembered my trouble following my circumcision ceremony and I understood that perhaps he was feeling now the same emotions I felt. But he proceeded proudly at the side of his father, escorted by the Shaikh guards, between the two wings of the throng.


When everything was over and the Price went out, we went to escort him and stood around him, while from the crowd gathered in front of the Masjid rose a long, enthusiastic ovation. Then we escorted him to the Palace, to the throne hall, where his father decorated him with the kingdom's honours and proclaimed him his heir to all effects. At last we escorted him to his new quarters. Before withdrawing to his rooms, the Prince presented all of us with some gold coins.


I was in the first shift, so I was, together with Habib, on watch at the Prince's room door. I was standing there, straight and solemn, all intent on my duty. Our service consisted mainly to watch the doors, to control who was entering or coming out, and to escort the Prince during his movements around the palace.


With the other guards, little by little, had begun a certain familiarity and also friendship. I liked Habib especially: he was a handsome and strong boy, clever and quick witted and as our leader was really skilled and able. I must confess that I was a little jealous of his familiarity with El Ramad, but this did not prevent me from admiring and appreciating him. Also because he didn't take profit of his position.


Amongst all our duties, the one I loved most was to horse-ride with Prince Amin. He was learning to ride his horse and I must say that he showed immediately a certain skill: under the guidance of able teachers he trained also in weapon handling and sometimes he came in our yard to train. So he would choose one of us and, under the watchful eye of his master of arms he trained for hours. He was really tireless. When it was me to be chosen for the Prince's training I was really proud of this duty and I always did my best to accomplish it well. The Prince, besides training to become a brave warrior, also regularly received lessons by many teachers: of Al Qur'an, of Science and Arts. The most skilled alchemists, astrologers, grammarians, mathematicians took care of the Prince's training.


Before now, in the harem, he had been always spoiled, cuddled, let to play, but now he was subjected to an iron discipline and had to train or to study all day long. Moreover, when his father had to carry out official ceremonies, he had to be always at his side, in order to learn to become a good sovereign. I did not envy the Prince's life: he had almost no time to enjoy himself. Sometimes, after training with us, he remained for a short moment to play some of our simple soldiers' games. Then I could see a transformation - he became again, in some way, a normal boy of his age. But soon he had to resume his role, so his face became solemn, serious, grave and he was again like an adult.


I watched all those expressions passing across the face of the Prince, and often I thought that, all things considered, I was lucky not to be in his place. My life was much more simple but probably much more agreeable. It was enough for me to obey my orders and I had no other worries. And I had also time and way to enjoy myself.


Months elapsed and the Prince had his thirteenth birthday. As the time flew, I saw him become more serious, more silent. His voice was changing, his body was developing, adolescence was giving way to youth. Little by little he lost completely the carefree and mischievous air he had in the first days. I saw him smile less and less and it was a pity, because his smile was very beautiful, bright, fresh like my mountain air. Also he no longer stopped to play after training and exchanged less and less words with us. And yet I have to admit that he never gave me the impression that he was sad, partly because he received from his father love, attention and regard: the Shaikh was in fact really proud of his son and he had full reason to be.


I believe that in reality the Prince just was starting to feel alone, as often happens to one who has to hold on his shoulders a heavy responsibility. To be a sovereign, to prepare to become a sovereign, I think is one of the heaviest burdens a man could have to bear. The more important you are, the less you have friends, and without friends life is really desolate. Yes, sometimes his contemporary relatives or the sons of high court dignitaries came to visit him and to keep him company, but I noticed that the Prince remained aloof from them - he had with them a relation little more than formal. And more, he ate alone, slept alone... he did not have my luck, to spend a great part of my day with my contemporaries and my peers. But those were just my thoughts, perhaps the Prince felt good that way...


The fourteenth birthday of the Prince came. On this occasion we of his Guard performed for him a carousel on our horses, which we had prepared for a long time. The Prince seemed to appreciate our efforts very much, and that made us very proud.


A few weeks after that of the Prince, my birthday also came. That day, not being on duty, I went to the Great Masjid to pray and to give my thanks to Allah for keeping me in life for all those years. To thank Allah for this, particularly on the day of my birth, was an old habit learned from my father. I was praying in the sweet dim light of the holy place, when the muazzim approached me:


"The Imam would like to talk to you. Would you please follow me?"


I went: from the day I became a Prince's guard, I had not had the occasion to meet him in person and I was pleased to see him again and that he remembered me. He greeted me and pointed out that I was grown up and ripened from the last time he saw me. He talked for a long time and every so often he asked me questions: as he was in habit of doing, some seemed to me clear and logical, some others, instead, were absolutely incomprehensible to me; but I was no more astounded for that. Yet at a one point, he asked me a question that stunned me:


"And... tell me, Nadim, is it true that some of the Guards have commerce between them?"


"Commerce? What commerce? We all do the guard and that is all; we are not allowed other kind of work..."


The old man shook his head and seemed amused, but resumed: "You all are young, in the vigour of your age, and in the quarters of the Prince no woman is allowed, not even amongst the servants, as is right. How do you do to spend your virile, manly energies?"


I felt embarrassed but honestly answered: "I do not know for the others... but I think they do as I do... When I am alone, at times, I try to give myself relief with my hand..."


"Not, rather, mutually in the night? It would be easy, in the darkness, to slip into a colleague's rug, of a faithful friend, to look for reciprocal... relief, as you say, with the comrade. Is it not so?"


"I do not know. I do not think..."


"And yet a voice came to me that it happens. Think about it for a moment, it is something of great importance..."


I thought for a long while, but did not succeed in remembering anything that could be as the Imam was saying. I saw that the occasion could have existed, and not only during the night but also in our hammam for instance, where at times we were just in pairs and for a sufficiently long time and where we were practically nude... I sometime enjoyed seeing the bodies of some of my companions and indeed I tried to go to take my bath so that it could be with those of my comrades with more well shaped, pleasurable bodies... But I never caught anybody in an intimate attitude and neither had the faintest suspicion. So quietly I said that to the old man. He listened to me then said:


"Better that way. I hope you are right. Watch so nothing happens: the Prince must grow in a serene ambience... Male has to couple with female: for that, Allah created two sexes. Nevertheless there are not a few males having commerce between males. If it happens that you succeed in discovering that this happens also amongst the Prince's Guards, you must come here and tell me, and tell me also their names! You promise me that you will do so if it happens? Will you come and tell me?"


I nodded yes. Then the Imam changed the subject. After a while he dismissed me, giving me his best wishes. I went back from that meeting with the idea in my head - all things considered, what the Imam was suspecting could also be true, occasions were absolutely not lacking. I started to think about the relationship between El Ramad and my group leader Habib. Sometimes they withdrew... and they had a very close relationship, very friendly, even intimate... But such relations had existed also between me and Ismail and nevertheless we certainly did not have sex, we two.



In the following days I paid attention and realized that indeed the occasions were not lacking. I started to notice that amongst my comrades there existed some steady couples, but it could have been just a strong friendship... People always think ill about something, perhaps even the Imam? There is nothing wrong with being intimate friends, to feel well, to be close together. And then, if two close friends felt the need to demonstrate reciprocal friendship in that way, why did the Imam care about it? What menace would they ever constitute for the Prince? I really could not understand it. So, after a while, I did not think any more about that problem that, in my opinion, a problem was not.
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In the Palace there was a real bustle: the Shaikh's second wife's family, going to the hajj to Mecca, stopped to call on their relative and were being hosted in the Palace, whereas the rest of the caravan was encamped outside the city walls. In the Palace, however, there were many guests: the wife's father, the influential Shaikh Mussa ibn Saleh, who reigned over a territory bordering ours in the north-east and who was one of the Dhimmi of the Khalifa; his five sons with their servants, slaves, officials and escort guards.


Everybody had been received with all honours. In the evening there had been a great banquet at which Prince Amin had also taken part. I was in the escort shift, therefore I was in the banquet hall for the whole evening, at my Prince's back, so I could watch all the guests and their guards. I had been struck by one thing: there were no women, no old men and no children. It is true that normally the women participating in the hajj are few, and that the large majority are men, but, especially in important people's caravans, there are at least the principal wives, even if at the last they must remain out of the Caaba temple.


At the end of the banquet we accompanied the Prince back to his quarters. I was on shift at the door of the Prince's bed-chamber with Abdul. The night was late and was rapidly advancing. All was silent. I did not dislike the night shift: there was time to reflect, to daydream, without being distracted or bothered.


Abdul seemed particularly tired and at times I had to touch him because I saw him start to slip into sleep. Then he would abruptly reopen his eyes and remain awake and tense, doing all in his power not to fall asleep again. I did not feel sleepy and felt that I could have resisted sleep without problems till dawn, when the new shift would take over from us. From the window of the anteroom, it was possible to catch a glimpse of one of the walls of the harem, lit by the setting moon: it was the external wall, the one without windows, onto which looked also the Prince's servant courtyard. At the bottom of a precipice there was the wide courtyard of the Shaikh's Guards, with the stables and the training field. Then another short precipice and, at the very bottom, outside the city walls, the countryside. Sometimes from the stables rose a neighing, the only noise breaking the night stillness. My comrades found the night shift longer and boring, on the contrary I, as I said, liked it.


"How is it that today you are so sleepy, Abdul?" I asked him.


"Last night I did not sleep..."


"But you were not on shift..."


"No, but Kamel neither. He kept me awake all the night long. He was on heat more than usual," sniggered my comrade.


"You mean that you and Kamel..." I asked looking at him, my eyes wide open, amazed by this candid acknowledgement.


"Of course. We enjoyed ourselves. He is really good at sex..." he answered with laughing eyes, then broke off, becoming serious again and whispered: "Shut up! Don't you hear a strange noise?"


I listened, but did not perceive anything unusual, anything new. I was about to answer him negatively when there were sounds like far away thuds: it seemed as if somebody was knocking insistently and with vigour on a door somewhere. It was impossible to understand from where the noise was coming. Everything was quiet again for a while, but then we heard muffled and far away shouts, a sound of excited voices brought to us at periods by the fitful breeze. Again we listened carefully.


"It seems... people quarrelling. Perhaps it comes from the servants quarters, or else from the harem..." Abdul suggested.


"No, from the servants quarters we would hear more strongly than that, and from the harem, I think we would hear nothing at all..."


"In night time noises can be heard from far away and also those close up seem different..."


We shut up. Again silence. This time there was no sound for a long while, and we were relaxing when we heard again thuds and shouts, now nearer and stronger.


"Something strange is happening."


"Yes, but not here: it does not concern us," I answered.


But now we both we were on the alert. We could not move from our place, therefore we remained still, but we were both tense in an attempt to decipher these unexpected and incomprehensible noises. They grew, strengthened, became nearer and more frequent: it seemed really a brawl or perhaps... people fighting! In the Palace? It seemed impossible to me.


Suddenly we heard a strong knocking at the door of the precinct of our wing. I heard immediately the voice of Amal, who was watching the only external door, asking something with a loud voice. Then from the open antechamber door I saw Karim running towards our quarters. After a short while he was back with El Ramad. Again excited voices, then the external door squealed open, to close again immediately with a thud. Moments later Karim was running again to our quarters, while El Ramad entered the antechamber followed by one of the Shaikh's Councillors, visibly shaken. 


El Ramad told us: "A treasonous attack: Mussa's men are fighting in the Palace against ours. Be ready: we have to defend the Prince if they try to enter here."


Then he knocked at the Prince's door and entered, followed by the Councillor. I heard all three of them speaking animatedly, in discussion for a long while: at times their voices alternated, at times they were speaking all together. Then the Councillor and El Ramad came out again and our chief said to us:


"The Prince must remain in his room at all costs: it is the safest place in this building. From the windows, in fact, nobody can enter, thanks to the precipice that surrounds on three sides. You two don't move from here and don't let anybody enter, apart from myself and the Shaikh in person. Nobody else must enter, you understand? Not servants, not guards, not the Councillors or the Visir, for any reason, until new orders are given by the Shaikh or by me personally. Whoever tries to enter, kill him!"


We both nodded. In the mean time all our comrades had been awaked and El Ramad gave orders to defend the place. All the servants were locked in their rooms, all the doors barred and bolted and our comrades were put in strategic points to prevent any possible attack from wherever it could be attempted. When we were again alone, I whispered to Abdul:


"Mussa Shaikh betrayed the hospitality: it is incredible! But, why?"


Abdul shook his head: "I don't know... but perhaps... probably because our Shaikh preferred Prince Amin, son of the third wife, to Prince Hassem, son of the second, grandson of Mussa..."


"But Hassem, even if two years elder than Prince Amin, is a weak person, he would not be a good future Shaikh, everybody knows that. Everybody agreed about the succession..."


"I know. But if Hassem becomes Shaikh, our territory will practically be controlled by Mussa..."


Suddenly we shut up, tense and alarmed: now at the precinct door there were thumping strong rhythmic strokes. From outside they were trying to knock down the door, with a battering ram. We heard El Ramad's voice shouting orders. The strokes continued relentlessly, until we heard a loud crash: the door must have yielded.


Shouting, screams, collisions of scimitars...


Mussa's men, even if they were many, were definitely inferior in number to those of our Shaikh, but they had on their side the surprise factor; moreover they certainly must have had their men infiltrated amongst the Palace servants and soldiers. Probably for that reason El Ramad had all Prince Amin's servants locked in their rooms.


Behind the barred door of the antechamber we heard the rage of battle. It cost me a lot to remain there still, doing nothing, while my comrades were struggling, but orders had been clear. After a short time the door opened and we unsheathed our sabres. El Ramad entered with three of my companions, dirty with blood. They closed the door, bolted it and our chief ordered us to barricade it, pushing against it all the furniture. Then he looked at me closely, as if he was measuring me, and said:


"Yes, you Nadim are the most suitable. Enter the Prince's room, take him on your shoulders and try to go down the precipice and get him to safety. Can you accomplish this task I give to you?"


"I can try, but..."


"It is the last hope. Before you go, barricade the room door. We will stop them as long as possible, but out there they are all dying... Too many enemies and not a few traitors. Bring the Prince to the ruins of the khan on the old road to Damascus, you know where it is, right? You will wait hidden there for a full day. If none of us comes to look for you, flee with the Prince to the mountains. His life is now in your hands. You must save him at all costs. Go, straight away, there is no more time to waste!"


I had just time to nod and to enter the Prince's rooms before they were yet again trying to knock down the antechamber door.


Prince Amin was standing in front of his bed, completely dressed in his banquet attire, a scimitar in his hands: it made me feel tenderness to see him so young and still so frail and yet so determined. I informed him of the situation and, with his help, I barricaded the door.


"Now, let's climb the windowsill: there you will cling to my shoulders and I will climb down the precipice: I'm skilled in this kind of thing, you can trust me..."


"No, we will wait here. I prefer dying while fighting than while fleeing."


"But my Prince, you have a duty to save yourself: from you depends the continuity of your family, of the legitimate power if something has happened to the Shaikh, be not Allah will! This decision has certainly been made by your father... you have to come with me!"


"I'm not a coward, I am not! I will wait here."


"All my comrades are dying for you to give you time to save yourself: is their sacrifice to be useless?" I asked, tense.


But the Prince didn't desist from his decision. On one hand, I admired this proud fourteen year old boy, determined and courageous, but on the other I had to obey my orders. What to do - even more because those orders seemed to me right and reasonable. I too would willingly die in battle for my Prince. I argued a little more and was almost resigned to put into action a desperate project: to stun my Prince with a blow, to tie him on my shoulders and bring him down that way, when Allah sent me an idea and, without thinking about, I said:


"I understand, Prince Amin, you are scared by the climb. That is why you do not want to come, to hide your fear!"


"What dare you say!?" my Prince answered, insulted, striking me down with his glance.


Undaunted I continued: "Your fear must be really great if you prefer to wait for a certain and useless death in this room, instead of risking it in the descent..."


The Prince was now really furious but, thanks be to Allah, reacted exactly as I hoped:


"I will show you who is scared!" he exclaimed and, fastening his scimitar to his side, climbed onto the windowsill.


"My Prince, forgive me, but it will be better if you fasten your sabre at your shoulders as I am doing now, that way it will not hamper us in the descent. Moreover, to climb down is very difficult and you are not trained to do it, while I am the best climber amongst all your guards, that is why El Ramad chose me."


"I will never climb down on your shoulders as an unweaned baby or an invalid old man. I will climb down with my own skills!" he replied.


I nodded and said: "Then we will do so: we will tie each other with a rope by the waist, then I will start to climb down looking for points to cling to and then you will follow me. Look very carefully where I will place my hands and my feet and cling on those points, but never look all the way to the bottom, dizziness is the worst enemy. And may Allah protect us."


The descent of those sixty five feet of vertical rock was extremely slow, endless and several times my Prince risked sliding and falling, and once very nearly he dragged me along. We were a little over half way when from the window several soldiers leaned out. Thanks to the darkness of the night they could not see us: we were still hard against the rock. We also could barely distinguish them. We heard their voices, somebody said we had escaped from there, but someone else objected that it was impossible, asserting that even a spider could not go down there and affirmed that the Prince Amin was likely hidden in some other place, perhaps amongst the servants. When at last from the window no more voices came, we restarted our slow descent. Reaching the bottom, we squatted amongst the bushes of the horseyard: now we had to cross it, pass over the low parapet and descend the rock for some thirty five feet more. But the last part was the one that worried me least, in fact was completely stone wall and the holds would have been better.


The court seemed empty. Horses were neighing irritably in the stables. It would have been convenient to take a couple of them to go away from this place, but the only way out with horses was toward the part of the Palace where the battle was raging, therefore there was not possible. Running, we crossed the courtyard and passed over the parapet. Turning around to descend, we saw tall flames rising from various points of the Palace and far away shouts made us understand that the battle was still taking place. We descended the last stretch and we were finally at the true bottom of the precipice, in the countryside. We ran. Arriving on the old way to Damascus, I stopped and said:


"My Prince, I have at any price to find two horses. It would take too much time on foot. Moreover, you cannot to be seen dressed in that way: if our enemies are looking for you, they would recognize you at once. Hide in those bushes and wait for me."


"Where do you think to go?"


"Towards the city, probably. Pray Allah that He will bestow upon me his protection, my Prince."


I removed my uniform, put down my weapons, took a handful of soil and dirtied my arms, legs, face and the undergarments I still had on. I now resembled more a faqir, a ragamuffin, a country boy than a guard. I quickly headed towards the city walls. From the Palace were rising thick, black smoke spirals reddened by the flames, and saw also that Prince Amin's quarters were burning. Arriving under the walls, I heard a clamour coming from inside. I ran alongside the walls until I arrived at the door that said "Of the Greengrocer". It was wide open and people were coming out with bundles and parcels, walking or on donkeys.


"What is happening?" I asked feigning surprise.


"The Palace is burning, it is in the hands of enemies."


"But... the Palace Guards? And the soldiers watching the city walls?"


"Mussa had accomplices both outside and inside and someone opened the gates to them..."


"All is in their hands and they are plundering, raping, killing..."


"Take flight, boy, do not enter!"


I did not listen to them and, walking against the flow, I resolutely entered the city. I wandered in the streets until I reached the Bazaar. Here for the first time I saw Mussa's men. They were sacking, breaking and burning everything. I joined the confusion of people in flight who were trying to save something. I succeeded in stealing some clothes from the burning small workshop of a tailor. I put some on and went out from the bazaar. I was looking all over the streets asking myself where could I find at least one horse, when suddenly I saw three Mussa's soldiers coming quickly on their horses. I threw myself down on the ground, just avoiding a sabre stroke from one of them. Horses had passed me at gallop, but I heard them stop. I feared they were coming back to kill me. I looked, ready to stand up and to flee. But the three men had stopped in front of a house door, had tied their horses to an iron ring on the wall and with their sabres they were knocking down the door. After a while they succeeded in their intentions and entered the house. From inside I heard women's shouts and yells.



At that point I sprung up and ran forward, jumped on one of the horses and, freeing the reins of the two others, flew at full gallop toward the "Beautiful Gate" hoping it also was open. Twice someone tried to stop me, but the only result was that one of the spare horses was injured and I had to leave it. Downtown the confusion was incredible. When I saw that the "Beautiful Gate" was wide open, I spurred on the horse I was riding and crossed it at full speed, sweeping away some people. At last I was again out of the city! I left the road and cut through the fields heading for the old Damascus road. Often I turned and looked back, afraid I was being followed, but I saw no-one and carried on with my crazy gallop toward the point where I had hidden my Prince.
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I arrived near the thicket of bushes and after I had made sure that there was no-one in the vicinity, I called quietly to Prince Amin. After a moment he emerged from the foliage. I tied the two horses to a branch and held out the clothes to him. While he removed the sumptuous court attire, I told him what I had seen and heard in the city. As he changed I observed him carefully: it was the first time I could watch the Prince so closely while he was changing. His expression was vexed, perhaps a little tense, but definitely not frightened. His body was still adolescent: without the rich dress he had a hint of frailty and sweetness that instilled in my heart a sense of tenderness.


While I continued to talk, he dressed in the plain cloths I had stolen from the bazaar: now he could look like an ordinary boy of the people, even if the features of his face were particularly refined and his gait elegant. I thought about how much the clothes are important in creating the image of a person. What difference is there between a shah and a slave if you see both of them naked? Perhaps the gait, the look, but not always: there are slaves with a royal bearing and powerful people with a mean attitude, as life had several times taught me. All the sons of Allah are equal: what makes the difference is just the role that His will established for each of them. That's why a shah is a shah and a slave remains just a slave. Now dressed, the Prince and I had an almost identical aspect, and yet He for me remained always my Lord and me His servant.


Putting our clothes and weapons in a haversack that was hanging from the saddle of one of the horses, I helped the Prince to climb on the rump of one of them and we headed at a slow trot towards the ruins of the old khan. Since the new road to Damascus had been built, almost no-one used the old one, narrower and with steeper gradients, so that the khan that was on it had been abandoned by at least one generation and gradually became a ruin. We reached it on the first afternoon. I told the Prince to wait, gave Him my horse and went into the ruins of the ancient construction to explore them and to be sure that no-one and no danger were there.


It was a wide, slightly irregular quadrangle, with only one gate - now just a frame, on the side towards the road. On the ground floor there were spacious stable-warehouses with wide barrel vaults; on the gate side there were also some small rooms. On the first floor there were many rooms of different dimensions, but all of them without roofs and often with one or two walls fallen in. At the center, high on a small porch that covered a well, there was a really small masjid, almost intact. It was the only room still with a door. Some of the stable-warehouses of the ground floor had parts of the external wall collapsed, so that now there were several accesses to the khan. This, in case of danger, could have increased our possibilities of flight.


I called the Prince. Taking the two horses, I proposed to put them in two different rooms on the ground floor so we could have greater possibilities of taking one of them if fleeing in a hurry, then we climbed to the first floor where I pointed out one of the few rooms still with a roof and the only one with the floor free from mortar pieces. Prince Amin wanted enter the small masjid to pray. I objected:


"Prince, from the masjid it is practically impossible to flee in case of danger. It can easily become a deadly trap. Why do you not pray in here?"


But He insisted so I could do nothing but stand watch, so that I could warn Him in case of danger. As for me, I recited my prayers in my heart: soldiers in war time are exempted from the observance of ritual, and I considered myself at war. Then I thought of my comrades, certainly all dead in the attempt to block the enemy long enough to allow the Prince to get out of danger. Certainly Allah had brought them to paradise, they dying in a holy and righteous war.


The Prince Amin came out of the masjid: "Hey you, is there any water in the well?"


"I do not know, my Prince. I will check."


There was neither rope nor bucket. I let a stone fall inside and listened carefully: after some time I heard the splash.


"Yes, there is water. But we have nothing to extract it. I can try to go down, but then I do not know how to bring up the water, without any container..."


The Prince nodded pensively: "For a while we can do without it, but soon or later we have to find a solution. We also have nothing to eat..."


"It they do not come to look for us tonight, we have to take refuge on the mountains. Tomorrow, then, we will certainly find food and drink..."


"Yes, for a couple of days we can resist without problems," the Prince assented. Then, after a while he asked me: "What is your name? I can not continue to call you 'hey you', considering that we will have to spend not a little time together..."


"I am Nadim, my Lord."


"I like your name. Tell me something about you, about your life before you entered my service..."


I obeyed. The Prince was listening with interest and asked questions. I recounted also small details of my life, not so much because they were particularly interesting, but because I felt that time would elapse faster for both of us. Sometimes, hearing my mischievous actions or my thoughts about things, the Prince laughed heartily. At the end he said:


"I almost envy you, Nadim. Your life had been fine, even if simple... not like mine."


"But how, my Prince? You have grown up in comfort and in luxury, what could you have missed?"


"Yes, that is right. But I always lived as a bird in a cage: before in the harem, without real friends, spoiled and coddled... Then, after the circumcision, suddenly they have charged me with all the duties of an Heir, always surrounded by too many people and yet always lonely. You know that I could never quarrel with a contemporary or struggle for the possession of a toy, or of a fruit, or perhaps just of a coloured stone? You may find that strange, but you are the first person with whom I have spoken for a long time, with no etiquette or control..."


I felt in Prince Amin's voice a kind of heartbreaking sadness that moved me deeply.


"Now also... My duty imposes on me things I would like not to have to do: I would have preferred to fight, to die perhaps... instead I have to flee, to hide to save the lineage of the family and to claim a throne that I never asked for, but that is mine, which duty imposes me not to renounce... You could even say that it is me that belongs to the throne and not it to me. Is it not funny?"


He fell silent. I held off the strong impulse to embrace him, to hold him tight to me, to console him... but I was just a guard, he a Prince, my Lord. I too, after all, was not free, I could not act as my heart suggested. We were there, a fourteen year old and a nineteen year old - we could have been two brothers, two friends and instead we were a subject and a Prince: an abyss separated us.


The sun set and the vault of the sky was darkening, the evening star showed vivdly against the black, bright and beautiful. The moon yet was low and was near to setting, so soon the thickest darkness would surround us. All day long, nobody came from the Palace: probably they were all dead... The Prince and I we were perhaps the only two to survive, alone, surrounded by enemies. If by tomorrow morning nobody showed up searching for us, we had to leave and hide in the mountains. I knew it well, I was born there. But the Prince, would he be able to adapt? And how long had we to hide and for what, if they were all dead? Perhaps Prince Amin had some ideas on that... but he was still just a little boy... I heard his light and regular breath: he was deeply asleep. Instead I kept watching, and waiting... for what?






The air was cool and all the nature around us silent, besides some occasional nocturnal animal calls or the snorts of our horses and the stamping of their hooves. I barely could see the nearest walls: even the little masjid at the center of the khan was invisible, swallowed by the night darkness. During my watch I heard our horses move several times, but at last they too seemed to become quiet. The distant horizon started to slowly discolour and the stars were gradually fading in the sky. I felt really tired: it was the second night I had gone without sleep.


The dawn started to show from behind the mountains that now stood out clear cut against the sky, their edges more and more bright until they seemed like the profile of an incandescent blade in a blacksmith's forge. I looked towards the interior of the room: the Prince was still sleeping. His face was relaxed and serene and to look at him caused in me an intense pleasure and emotion. I never noticed before how beautiful he was. That is to say, yes, I always thought he was a beautiful boy, but now, in the abandonment of sleep, he seemed to me more beautiful than ever, a special, moving beauty. Perhaps it was the rough and simple clothing that emphasized His beauty: the wealth of the ornaments of His princely attires, just distracted the attention and the eyes that now, to the contrary, could completely and only concentrate on that face, so sweet. Finally the Prince Amin opened his eyes. He looked around, for an instant almost dismayed, then rose up sitting and saw me. Then he smiled and greeted me:


"Good morning, Nadim. Nothing new, right?"


"No, my Lord, nothing."


"Your face is tired. It would be better for you to sleep a while. Then we will go to the city to check the situation."


"Yes, Prince Amin, I really need a short rest. But you cannot go to the city, you will be recognized. It is much too dangerous. I will go alone, if you wish. If Mussa has won, as I fear, not having found you in your quarters he will have ordered a search for you."


"But so disguised..."


"Your face is unmistakable, my Prince. And also your gait, your speech, your voice... Forgive me, my Lord, but I could never allow you to follow me, for your own good."


"But it is an order. I am your Prince. You have to obey me."


At that point, I knelt in front of him, held out my sword to him and said: "I feel forced not to obey you. Kill me, if you want me not to prevent you from going back to the city. But while I am alive, I will prevent you risking your life, using force if I have to."


Amin pushed back my sword, took me by one arm and made me stand up: "Also princes, at times, have to be able to obey. Now rest, I will watch. Then I will wake you up and you will go, you alone, to see what happens in the city."


"You promise, Prince Amin ibn Hassam? You will not leave while I am sleeping?"


Amin laughed shaking his head: "You fear a lie? No, I give you my word, I will not move from here. You trust my word, I hope."


"Of course, my Prince, your word is sacred to me."






The Prince woke me up when the sun was yet high. Then, when I had given my last recommendations to him, I got on my horse and left for the town.


I was back to the khan some hours later. The Prince recognized me from afar and ran towards me. When near, I dismounted and knelt in front of him:


"My Lord and Sovereign..." I just said.


He stared into my eyes, for a long while, then nodded: "My father is dead."


"Yes, Highness, and Mussa has declared you dead too, and put his nephew on the throne..."


"What more news?" asked my Lord, his voice flat but still.


I told him all I had learned. All the men faithful to the Shaikh had been slaughtered: the Visir, the Councillors, the Imam, the Chief of the Guards and all the guards, many servants, many of the city people. The capital was a bloodbath. It was patrolled by Mussa's men. The Palace had burned in great part, also several houses in the city and more the half the bazaar.


Young Amin listened all that in silence, then said:


"Let's go back to the khan, pick up our belongings and go to the mountain. I will reconquer my forefathers throne and I will extinguish in blood Mussa's family, I swear it on the Prophet! You are my only man and I am still a boy. But the day of revenge will come. Let us go!"


Taking up the horse by the reins, we went back to the khan. I went upstairs to fetch the haversack with our clothes, weapons and the rugs, then went down to saddle my Lord's horse. But in the stable there was no sign of the horse: only a piece of broken rein hung down at the point where I had tied the animal the day before. We looked at each other in surprise. I examined carefully the piece of rein:


"It broke. Probably he fled last night... When did you see your horse the last time, my Lord?"


"Yesterday. I wanted to go to see it today while waiting for you, but was afraid, going near him, that I would not be able to resist the temptation and not to be able to keep the word I gave you, therefore..."


"Not harm, my Lord. You will use this horse; I will follow on foot."


"No, we will lose too much time. I am not so heavy. We will both ride this horse. And better still, let's leave the saddles and mount him bareback, so we will seem really two fallahin."


"As you wish, my Lord."


"One more thing I have to say, Nadim: if you continue to call me by my title, how can I be taken for a commoner? From now on you have to call me simply by my name, or rather, I think it will be better for me to change my name."


"My Lord, how can I dare to call you just by your name?"


"You must, it is an order. You have, from now on, to treat me as a servant, or a friend, certainly not as your Shaikh, if you really want to help me."


"Yes, I understand, but... it will not be easy, my Lord..."


He smiled: "You will learn, as I have to learn to speak in the way of a commoner. You have a little brother, is that not right?"


"Yes, his name is Khaled... he is your age and he is a donkey breeder."


"Perfect: now I will be Khaled! I am your little brother. You will have to teach me lots of things about donkeys and donkey breeders..."


"At your wish, my Lord..."


"Ha, no, Nadim! I really do not believe that you would call Khaled, your little brother, a snot, with those titles. Let's start again!"


"All right... Khaled. Get up onto the horse, here in front of me, hurry up: it is time we left!"


I jumped on the the back of the horse, fixed the haversack, held out to him a hand and hoisted him in front of me. Seizing the reins I shouted "Yalla, yalla!" to the horse and we were away. I could feel his body between my arms and legs, straight, tense, but so slim! His life was indeed in my hands: it was a big responsibility... but also gave me a sense of pleasure. He sometimes turned towards me and looked at me, asked me questions or told me his thoughts. We rode for several hours, stopping only when I recognized an edible plant, some wild fruit or a stream for water. We talked a lot. I told him many things and, encouraged by him, corrected his speech, teaching him my people's idioms, our dialectal inflexions, the terms of the donkey breeders slang. He repeated and repeated everything and seemed almost amused, nevertheless he applied himself with incredible seriousness and care.


By evening we had turned into a valley and we were climbing up towards the mountains. So, before dark, I looked for a place to spend the night. Tying the horse to a tree, I laid out the rug, protected it with some branches and invited him to lay down. He looked at me and said:


"You have to lay there, you are my elder brother. I will make do here nearby..."


"I never could..."


"I am just your little brother, remember!"


"I would never leave my little brother in the cold."


"Having just one rug, what would you do?"


"I would make him sleep with me."


"So be it. Then we will both sleep in the same rug, so we can warm each other," Amin said with child-like simplicity.


We lay down. I carefully wrapped the rug around our bodies but we had to squeeze together because it was not wide enough. After a while Amin said:


"This is good. It is my first time to sleep with somebody, so close. I like it... I feel protected. It is nice to have an elder brother."



He curled against me. We talked for a while then we fell asleep. During the night I woke up several times. Amin moaned occasionally. Probably he was giving vent, in the unconsciousness of sleep, to the sorrow that for such a long time he had controlled, hidden. I caressed him lightly, until my Lord calmed down, leaning against me even more firmly.









	ROLL 5 - DAAL - RAA

	


		

DAAL

I woke up: Amin was still asleep, still curled against my body. His ruffled hair tickled my cheek. I moved away from him very slowly so as not to awaken him, and carefully tucked the rug around his body. When I had done this I stretched and did some physical exercises to find again the full elasticity of my muscles. My Lord woke up and arose. He came to stand near me and, in silence, copied my exercises. 


I asked him: "Did you have a good sleep?"


"Enough. I had strange dreams. I need to wash, I feel dirty: there is no water nearby?"


"It is possible, but probably it would be better if we remain a little dirty - we will seem a little more genuine. And we also have to sell this horse: it would seem strange that two mountain boys own such a beautiful animal. We have to find two donkeys: in the mountains they are more useful than a horse. I thought that we could go through the mountains and look for a donkey breeders village. Possibly my village also. But before we do, you have to learn to express yourself better as a mountain boy..."


Amin nodded yes: "If we go to your village, people would not ask you who I am? Your family would not be curious about me? What can we say?"


"Yes, they will certainly be curious. I was thinking, in fact, that I should go on myself and exchange the horse for a couple of donkeys. Probably my father would accept the exchange, but I do not know... Anyway, I know well the area of my village and it would be easy for me to hide you. For a while we can stop there and then move more east, or north. We can go towards Baghdad to ask for protection from the Khalifa..."


"I do not know if the Khalifa would grant me protection or instead hand me over to Mussa's power... No, for the moment I just have to make everybody forget my existence. I do not want, and can not undertake, long term projects. For the moment let us live day by day and place our trust in Allah's hands."


We left, going deeper into the mountains, heading more or less in the direction of my village. I was not really sure about the way to follow, but I hoped not to be too much mistaken. We passed a valley and here, at evening, we met a shepherd with his few goats. I asked him if he knew where my village was. He was not able to give me any indications, but he said that deeper in the valley was his village and that probably the old men there could show me the way. Being late evening, he invited us to stop with him for the night. He lit a fire and offered us a share of his food: a little fermented milk, boiled herbs and a piece of bread. We thanked him and ate with him. Then we rested near the fire, talking. When Amin left a moment to relieve himself, the shepherd, staring at me with shining eyes, said:


"He is really a nice lad. Tonight it will be cold, I would like to offer him to join me on my rug..."


"Why? He will sleep with me as always..." I answered a little dumbfounded, without understanding.


He gave a ghost of a malicious smile: "You have him when you want. I've nothing if not my goats, for my pleasure. Such a beautiful lad will be a lot better, do you not think?"


I understood then what the man was aiming at and answered, curtly: "No, the boy sleeps with me tonight."


"Come on! You can give up your boy for once, in exchange for the hospitality I offered you. You want to be the only one to enjoy him?"


"He is my brother and not my boy. And I don't want him coming with you or with anybody."


"Well, he is grown up enough, no? Why do you not leave the decision to him? Possibly he doesn't at all dislike doing..."


"I forbid you to ask him: he yet knows nothing of those things..."


At that moment Amin came back. He had heard our last words and understood that we were talking about him, so he wanted to know what was about. I tried to lead the talk in a different direction but the shepherd proposed to him, quite clearly, that Amin give himself to him for the night. I was embarrassed and very angry at the same time. 


Amin then answered, with great simplicity but determination: "I will sleep with my brother, as always. Rather, since tomorrow morning we want to leave early, it will be better to go to sleep immediately, right Nadim?"


He prepared our rug, arranging it between our horse and the fire. He put the haversack under the rug to form a kind of pillow and lay down waving me to join him. Then he tidied the rug carefully and huddled against me. The shepherd did not say another word. After a while he too laid his rug at the other side of the fire and went to sleep. I found it hard to fall asleep, I feared that during the night the man would try to approach - actually I doubted he had renounced so easily his desire. But the night went quietly, without problems. The following morning we thanked the shepherd for his hospitality and we rode again on our way.


As soon as we were a little distance away, Amin said: "That shepherd wanted to have sex with me..."


"Right..."


"It happens often for two males to have sex between them?"


"Sometimes, yes. Expecially between youths of similar ages. But at times also between an adult and a boy."


"And how is it?"


"I have no idea: it never happened to me."


"Then why did you not want it to happen to me?"


"Because you are my Lord and I could not allow a rough shepherd to make you subject to his sexual desires. Moreover, the Imam said to me that it is something not to be done."


"He said that to you? He in person? And why?"


I told him of my conversation with the Imam. Then I related the confidence made to me on that last night by Abdul about his relationship with Khamel. 


Amin seemed struck by the fact that there had been a rumor about his guards having sex between them, but then concluded: "If it was true, and if it is a wrong thing as you were instructed, now that they have shed their blood to protect me I am sure that Allah would all the same welcome them to his paradise, do you not think?"


"Yes, I too believe that."


"Moreover... Abdul and Khamel and all the others, they were all splendid boys: I do not believe they would have done anything bad or wrong... especially if they loved each other." Amin concluded thoughtfully.


We talked about different matters until we arrived in view of the village. Here, we asked for directions to my village. At last an aged man said he knew where it was and showed me the way. We carried on: we had to cross four more valleys. We could have moved down to the plain, it would have cost us less time and less toil, but I preferred to avoid the flatter ground, because there we would have been more likely to meet people and perhaps also Mussa's men. I had noticed that in the village they did not yet know what had happened in the capital and we preferred to say nothing, not to say we had come from there.


In one of the valley we crossed was a flowing stream. As soon as Amin saw it, he asked me to stop so he could wash. I willingly obeyed. While I was tying the horse, he rapidly undressed and ran into the flowing water, sitting in the middle of the stream so that only his shoulders emerged.


He shouted to me: "Brrr, it is cold, but it is good! Come in, hurry up! It is good!"


"I prefer rather to be on watch."


"But who can come here? Come in, come in!"


"No, you never know..."


I insisted on remaining near the horse, and also near the haversack with the weapons. Amin splashed about for a while, vigorously rubbing all his body. At times his carefree laughter resounded high over the murmur of the flowing water. I liked to look at him being that way, finally happy. I really felt as if I was looking at my little brother. When he came out of the stream, dripping water, my eyes dropped to the level of his groin and finally I saw the black clover between his groin fold and his liver. 


Amin noticed my look and, coming near me, said: "You are looking at the clover? The astrologer said that it is the mark of my luck... We will see if it is true. I will need all my luck and more, to succeed in my endeavours."


"You can always rely on me, my Lord, totally."


"I am Khaled, your younger brother, never forget it." he said smiling.


"Yes, sorry. But you remain always my sovereign."


"Even naked like this?" he joked.


"Always."


He laughed. He did not dress but lay down on the grass to dry under the sun. Then said: "You cannot be always on watch, you also have to live your life. Why you do not go and bathe now?"


"I do not want to be far from you."


"When you need to relieve yourself, you go away, right? So, go, now!" he insisted laughing.


Actually I too felt the need to clean up a little, so at last I accepted. I undressed, putting my feet into the water and, cupping it with my hands, carefully washed myself. Then went back towards Amin to fetch my clothes. 


He looked carefully at me from head to feet, then said: "Your body is really nice to see. I have to do lot of exercise if I want to grow like you. Why do we not do a little of it now?"


"Ok, let us get dressed, then we can train."


We ran a long while, then I cut two branches and we did a little fighting, attacking and defending in turn, and finally he asked me to teach him to climb trees. At the end we both were out of breath but happy. We resumed our walk. 


Along the way he asked me: "When we get to your village, I do not feel like being hidden. But we can no longer say that I am your brother Khaled..."


"Of course not. But I will continue to call you Khaled. I can say that you are... a pageboy of Prince Amin... that you fled with me... No, I cannot say that I fled, my family would chase me away from home."


"But your family knows that you are a Prince's Guard?"


"No, I do not think so... therefore we can say that we were both pupils of the Imam at the Great Masjid and that we were sent away before the fight, that we know nothing about... No, this is no good, either: with this horse we would have arrived at the village long before..."


"Well, we can say that we stopped at my village, you know the one where they showed us the road..."


"Yes, that is true. But why did they send we away? And how does it come about that we have this horse? Two former students would not be so wealthy..."


"It would not be more simple to just tell the truth?"


"No. If one day Mussa's men come to investigate at the village, somebody could talk... it would be too dangerous. Perhaps if I went back alone it would be more simple, but I do not like the idea of leaving you alone. It is a big mess. And it is not beyond possibility that they have been there already. It would be probably better to just not go to my village..."


"No, I would like to meet the real Khaled and... Listen: we were not sent away from the Masjid, but we fled when the Imam was slaughtered. We stole the horse from a dead soldier of Mussa! I think that way everything will fit together, right?"


I nodded. We settled the details and by the time we were in sight of my village, we had agreed on everything.






RAA


Before we went to my father's home, we stopped at the local masjid where we told our story for the first time. The mullah was deeply moved by the news we gave him and really grieved for the Shaikh's and the Imam's death. We said also that Prince Amin had been killed.


While we were on our way to my father's home, the mullah sent 'Omar to convene the village seniors to inform them of the terrible news we had brought.


Arriving at my home, we were welcomed effusively by the whole family. Here also we told our story, and it was accepted without problem. 


At the end my father asked me: "What do you mean to do now? You want to stay here in the village?"


"No, father. I would like, with my friend, to start again to be a donkey breeder, but elsewhere. Therefore I thought to ask you to take the horse and to give us in change two donkeys, a male and a female, so that he and I can start to breed by ourselves, elsewhere."


My father shook his head: "What can I do with a horse? I never had horses before. And this is a breeding horse... And I really cannot give away a mare."


My elder brother came to my help: "Take the horse, we can sell it for good money to the nomad tribe that will pass downhill in two months as they do every year: the are always looking for beautiful animals. And also, all considered, we have enough mares. You can give him one..."


My father seemed rather annoyed by my brother's intervention and reacted touchily: "Then do as you like: in any case in a short while all will be yours! If you want to decide even before I'm dead..."


I regretted being cause of this quarrel, but my elder brother did not answer him and said to me, quietly: "You will stop for a few days?"


"Yes, with pleasure."


"Well. So we will have occasion to talk again of this. I will tell my wife Laila to prepare a bed for you two."


Given that we were stopping there for some days, I asked my father to entrust me with some donkeys to take to graze, both to pass the time and to make myself useful. It was also a good chance to start teaching Amin the donkey breeder's work. By this time the colder season was approaching, so the donkeys were not led very far from the village and each night they were brought back to the stable. My Lord took a great interest in this work and this surprised me agreeably.


One day, I was searching for firewood and let Amin alone with five donkeys, not far away. When I returned, Amin came towards me with a worried expression:


"Nadim, a donkey escaped! I had untied him thinking to ride him and..."


I got angry and said to him: "I told you not to untie them! You deserve to be spanked!" I immediately regretted these words and apologized for the hard tone I had used with him.


He looked at me sadly, then said, seriously: "You are right to scold me. I have not been able to carry out well my duties. Now you have to spank me."


"Never in the world! I never could raise my hands to you! Rather, forgive me, I beg you."


"No no, I deserve it and now you have to punish me."


"My lord, I pray you, do not pull my leg! I spoke recklessly, I was wrong, forgive me..."


"No, it is me who is wrong, not you. Now you have to punish me exactly as you would do with your little brother."


I was embarrassed, I continued to refuse to beat him but he was unyielding and at last I had to give in. I sat on a stump, made him lay over my legs and spanked him. When I was over, he stood up and thanked me. I, more and more embarrassed, looked at him and noticed that he had a tear shining in a corner of his eye:


"I hurt you, my Lord, forgive me." I said with a lump in my throat.


"No. Nobody punished me before. You did not hurt my body: it is my pride that has been hurt. But, after all, I needed that. 'This torture is due to their crimes; Allah, in fact, is not unjust with his servants'."


"Al Qur'an, VIII, 53." I said recognizing the verse, "But I am your servant..."


I whispered, and, by impulse, I embraced him and held him tightly against me and he also embraced me strongly.


Then I said gently: "Let us go to look for him, Khaled: perhaps we can still find him, with Allah's help."


We stood up and were going to search for the fled animal when a high bray made us turn: the donkey had come back by himself and now was looking at us with his big wet eyes, just waiting for us to tie him again! I approached him and took him by the halter: the animal followed me docilely and let me tie him in his place. Then I looked at Amin who now was smiling, calm and relieved and he said:


"You know, I think that you are right when you say that donkeys do understand: I would not be surprised if he did it on purpose, to make me understand how stupid is my pride that made me believe that anything comes to my mind is justified because I am a Shaikh... even if without a territory and a people."


"But you have me!" I said impulsively.


"Yes, I have you. Allah is kind!"






Some days passed, then my elder brother told me that we could take a couple of donkeys: he had succeeded in persuading our father. He also gave me a goatskin for water and some tools that could be useful in our travels. We decided to lead for a while a nomadic life, like our ancestors.


We left early one morning, farewelled by all my family and especially by my brother Khaled who had become friends with Amin. Riding the two donkeys we left the village. The mullah had presented me with a map so that we could better plan our moves. We had decided to go back up towards Tabuk, Al Bi'r, Ma'an, along the old road to Damascus and then to go farther than the big town, even more north, so as to be completely out of Mussa's and his possible allies territories. Avoiding the coast road we had chosen the most difficult way but, I hoped, the most safe.






Since the incident when my Lord had ordered me to punish him, something had subtly changed in our relationship, not so much on my part but on his. Now, he had a more spontaneous attitude towards me, more simple and direct, more open than before. His simplicity was conquering me and I felt developing in me a new sentimentality towards him, deeper than ever.



If before I had for my Lord respect, devotion and fidelity, now I had also admiration and love. Now he was for me more precious than the most precious of goods. I was looking at him with new eyes and was more and more conquered by him. Had he asked me, I would have thrown myself on the fire for him. I was grateful to Allah that He had chosen me to serve Amin in these difficult times. And I was happy...









	ROLL 6 - ZAAY

	


		

ZAAY

The road cut the Uwairedh massif at mid height towards the north-west. As evening approached we stopped in a place from where could be seen several fissures and caves. We explored for a while, moving away from the road, and decided to choose one of them to shelter with our donkeys for the night. In the last of the daylight we visited some until we found one wide enough and comfortable. While Amin laid out the rugs, I lit a small fire and prepared mint tea, then we ate part of our provisions and sipped the warm tasty tea. Amin was talking about my family, about the impression he had had and I listened with pleasure the analysis he did of my relatives' character, the good qualities and faults he had noticed in each of them in those few days. His remarks were keen and accurate, and I agreed on the opinions he was expressing.


Then we went to sleep. The following morning we were woken up by our donkeys brays. I was carefully putting away our belongings when my Lord said:


"You know, Nadim, I was thinking that it could be wise to hide in one of those caves our court attire and our weapons. They are a big problem: already at your home the bundle made your family curious. If someone ever discovers what they contain, it would be difficult for us to explain their possession without revealing our identities. If we hide them well, when we need them we can always come back here..."


"For our garments I do not see any problem. But what about weapons? We cannot go around disarmed. And your sabre, more than your attire, is the symbol of your rank..."


"Donkey breeders do not go around with scimitars and even less scimitars covered in precious stones! If we have to live for a while as two donkey breeders, it would be better to be disarmed. It is anyway less risky than to be caught with beautiful weapons in our luggage, do you not think?"


I thought about it and in the end I agreed with him. I decided to keep with me my short dagger, and remade the bundle of our fine clothes and weapons. We explored several fissures and caves until I discovered a deep cleft, almost horizontal, near the ceiling of a small but high cave. Climbing, I was successful in slipping the bundle into it, then I blocked the entrance with some stones pushed in carefully. From below it was not possible even to suspect the existence of the hidden equipment.


Then we went back down to the road and from there we observed carefully the spot in order to find it without problems, when the day came that we would wish to retrieve our belongings. Finally we resumed our journey. Along the road I taught to my lord some traditional songs of my people. I liked to hear the contrast and the harmony that sprang from our two voices; mine that was becoming deeper and warmer, that of Amin, still clear and crystal like.


In the afternoon we approached a well where some women were drawing water. When they saw us, they suddenly and carefully veiled their faces and looked at us whispering and chuckling among themselves. I dismounted from my donkey and asked them if they could kindly fill up with water my almost empty goatskin. One of them held out her hand, I gave her the goatskin and she immediately started to fill it up with the small well's bucket. Another asked me where we were coming from and where we were going. While I was answering I noticed that one of the girls did not take her eyes off Amin and feared that, in some way, she could have recognized him: she could have been one of the harem servants that fled the night of the slaughter... The girl whispered something to a companion and I was more and more tense and was on the point of drawing my dagger from inside my clothes, when her friend approached me and said in a very low voice:


"Aziza is really struck by your handsome friend... how old is he?"


I was still tense and answered immediately: "He is not my friend, but Khaled, my little brother and he is just thirteen."


"Oh! He looks more adult. I had thought at least sixteen..."


"No, he is just a child."


"What a pity. Aziza liked him so much... but of course, if he is so young..."


On one hand I was relieved, but on the other astounded for the shameless behaviour of these women. They could not have been serious... The young woman gave me back my goatskin, full. I thanked her and remounted my donkey. 


Then she said to me: "Why don't you stop a little to rest with us, my handsome young man? The day is hot and nearby there is a nice secluded shady spot, very quiet..."


"We are in hurry, we have yet a long way to go. Thank you again," I answered and spurred my donkey, immediately imitated by Amin.


When we had travelled some distance, my Lord asked me: "Why did you say I am just thirteen? I am almost fifteen now, you know it very well."


"Because I was afraid they could have recognized you..."


"That girl was attracted by me, is it not true? Hers was a sexual proposition, right?"


"Yes. Would you have liked to withdraw with her?"


"No... I do not know. I never went with a woman. That is to say, yes, in the harem I was surrounded by women, but it was different, you see? You already have been with a woman?"


"No, never."


"Do you not feel the desire?"


"Not yet."


"But you are almost twenty..."


"But I am at your service."


"This does not means that the sexual urge does not awaken in you."


"No, of course, but man is the master of desire, not vice versa."


"But when desire is too strong? When blood becomes like fire in your veins and all your body quivers and the skin becomes more sensitive than a wound..." said he thoughtful.


"There are other means to find a little relief..."


"Of course, this is true," he answered without saying more. But after a while he asked: "Are you annoyed if I talk to you of these personal matters?"


"Not at all."


"You know, I never could talk of this with somebody, before... and you are to me more than a brother, more than a friend, now. I trust you, I am not ashamed with you..."


I felt a pleasure course through me with those words so sweet and flattering: so my Lord also was glad to be with me! This declaration of friendship did not at all make me proud, did not make me forget that I was a subject, and of a low rank, but gave birth in me to a great joy and in my heart I thanked Allah for the gift I was receiving.


"You always can rely on me, you know, for whatever..." I simply said.


And he, just as simply, answered: "Yes, I know."






At evening we were in sight of Tabuk gates. We decided to spend the night out of the city, in the open, in fact we would not have known where to find accomodation. Even if the nights were cool, it was not yet really cold. We were settling under a small tree where we had tied our donkeys, when an old man and a boy around twelve with three donkeys laden with baskets arrived. 


The old man greeted us and asked: "Do you mind if we two spend the night here? We did not manage to arrive in time to sell our merchandise in the bazaar and will have to wait till tomorrow morning..."


"Certainly. The land is for all, and just one fire will be enough for all four of us," I answered.


The man thanked me, tied his donkeys near ours and introduced himself. He lived in the mountains, where he harvested roots and herbs he sold to the city dyers. He was left alone with his daughter-in-law and three grandchildren, of which the one with him was the eldest. I asked him if his commerce was profitable and he answered that it would have been much more so if he had more arms to help; the dyers asked for many more roots and herbs than they were able to gather and nowadays there were really few gatherers left. Moreover, he boasted, his roots were the most valuable, because he knew how, where and when pick them. We chatted until late. When we decided to sleep, I thought again for a long while of this encounter. So, the morning after, after talking with Amin, I decided to ask the old man if he wanted to take us with him to help him in his work.


The old man exclaimed: "Oh, it would be Allah's blessing! You would really like to stop with us? I will teach you my secrets, I will share with you my home... Four more arms could harvest more than the double what I can do now... Come with me to the city to sell this load. After I have done some shopping then we will go to my mountains."


We followed them. The man went straight to the door of a dyer in the Bazaar and sold immediately his entire load obtaining good money. Then we wandered in the Bazaar where he purchased some provisions, bought some tools and showed me what I had to buy to start our work. The coins that my brother gave to me were few but enough, and enough remained so I could buy some sweets to share with the others. Then we climbed towards Mount Lawz where the old man lived. From the mountain, besides Tabuk, it was possible to see part of the Nafud desert. The small house was built near the totally dry bed of a water stream that only in the rainy season flowed with any force. Near the little house there was a deep water cistern and a scrubby patch of trees and bushes that surrounded a shabby little vegetable garden. They had also a couple of sheep. At the door of the house was his daughter-in-law, with a small child in her hands, she was still feeding at her breast, and another snot-boy who was clinging at her skirt. The woman was of medium height and under her clothes you could guess a rather sturdy build. She saw us coming and remained still, without any sign of a greeting - nor did she veil her face. 


The old man tied the donkeys and carrying his purchases, greeted the woman and said with a merry voice: "I brought these two guests: they will stop here for a long while, to help me in the harvest. Prepare a place where they can sleep!"


The woman grumbled something and disappeared inside the house. The man showed us his place: the shelter for donkeys then the house. This had a kitchen, wide also if rather low, that opened into the other rooms: a tools store that was the room were the old man slept, a room for the woman and her three children, and a third one, cluttered up with old things, that the woman was trying to put in order to make a place for us to settle. All was rather wretched and not very clean, so I looked at my Lord with an interrogative expression.


He shrugged his shoulders and smiled: "We will tidy it and make of it our royal palace," he laughed.


I admired his sense of humor. In fact, after helping the man in the search of the various herbs and roots that he taught us to recognize, in our free time I started to restore, first the room we were using, then, little by little, all the house. The old man was very happy: besides having greatly increased his commerce (and he gave us always half of his proceeds), he was seeing his house going back to a decorous condition.






We had not long been settled there when our donkey mounted his mare. Amin watched with curiosity and attention, it was the first time for him to see such things.


"Look at him, how he is devoting himself to that! You think we would have a foal?"


"It is possible. I hope so."


"When will he be born?"


"In about one year."


"I'm longing to see it! Hey you, donkey, do well your duty, I command you!" Amin said in great earnest.


The donkey, just at that moment, brayed, and we burst in laughter.






In our free time we often did a lot of physical training: I was keen not only to maintain my training, but also so that my Lord, who was in his period of maximum physical development, could shape a solid and strong body and that he trained in the attack and defense techniques. We, as usual, used two strong sticks. I taught to my Lord also to jump, to somersault and everything that could improve his agility, reflexes and quickness. We climbed, we ran, we jumped hurdles, and sometimes we did hand to hand fighting. The old man, who sometimes watched us doing our exercises, did not understand either the meaning or the usefulness of this.






After we had lived there for one year, our mare gave birth to a foal. Amin was fascinated by the event and while I helped the mare to deliver, filled me with questions, but also tried to be useful. The foal was beautiful and Amin wanted to be the only one to take care of him. The woman, whose name was Aiesha, in the beginning seemed sullen and sulky, but little by little she started to confide in us, especially when she noticed that we treated well her three children.


One night I was waken up by a hand touching me delicately but provocatively. It was dark and I could se nothing, so I asked:


"Who is that?"


"Quiet! It is I..." Aiesha answered in a whisper.


"What are you doing? Go back to your bed!"


"Don't send me away... You are a handsome man and for too long I have had no husband..."


"Not too long, your youngest child is not yet two years old!"


"And it seems a short time to you? And I'm tired of having to always satisfy that old satyr, my father-in-law. I too need someone as beautiful and young and strong as you are. Don't send me away!"


"Keep your hand out or I will wake up everyone! Behave as an honest woman!"


"What wrong is there in this? I am a widow! I don't cheat on anybody! And then, see how your body reacts... your pole is rising..."


"-Distrust woman's caresses- is written in the Al Qur'an..." I murmured, feeling lost because of those intimate caresses, but she continued undaunted. I did not have the strength to reject her, so I recited again: "-... but if nature's voice drives you to submit to her desires, the Lord is lenient and merciful...-"


"Yes, this is wisdom!" she chuckled.


I tried a last defence: "My brother sleeps nearby..."


"We will not wake him up. Let go..."


I remained rigid and tense, but I was by now completely incapable of opposition and I let her have her way until I felt bare skin against bare skin and a fire of passion overwhelmed me and I covered her body with mine, taking her with ardour. When all was consummated and we lay sated, she went away as silently as she had arrived. I remained still but awake for a long time: in my twenty one years of life, that was my first sexual experience. It had been nothing but an outburst, without any tenderness, without any affection: pure physical pleasure, intense, that had left in me a sense of satisfaction but also of dismay.


The day after, in a moment when I was alone with the woman, I said to her that I did not like what she had induced me to do and commanded her not to try any more. 


She stared at me wide open eyes, and said in a fake surprised voice: "What are you talking about? I am an honest woman!"


Amin did not notice anything, but I felt the need to talk him about it: I do not really know why, maybe because I did not want to have secrets from him, maybe because he was the only person to whom I could open my heart... Anyway he was now sixteen and I could tell him these matters without problems.






"So, you did not like it?" he asked.


I shook my head: "Physically yes, I must admit, I enjoyed it very much. But she is not my woman, and then... it was not a nice thing. My body reacted to her caresses, but my soul was absent, far away. I do not want it to happen again."


"You think she would try again?"


"I am afraid she will. And I do not want to cause a scandal. Moreover, I know she has intercourse with the old man and I fear, if he comes to know about this, he will be furious with me."


Amin nodded solemnly, then said: "I understand her desiring you: you are indeed a handsome man and she has to feel lonely. What do you think you should do?"


"I really do not know. Perhaps we can lock the door from the inside when we go to bed..."


"That could be a good idea: yes, it is the simplest solution. But she really does not attract you? Not even a little?"


"No! And she stinks!" I exclaimed.


Amin bursted into laughter then asked me: "But... at least, is she good at it?"


"What do I know? It is the first time that it has happened. Her caresses were not unpleasant, but..."


After that once, it never happened again. We closed the door from inside locking it with a branch. She tried several times to enter but at last she gave up.






At the end of the second year our mare delivered a new foal. We had put aside several coins, bought clothes, and all was well. Almost all. The woman had started to tease me and she did not lose any opportunity to provoke me. And she did that not only with me, but now also with Amin who confided to me:


"You are right, she really is a nuisance, that woman. And when I told her to leave me in peace, that I was absolutely not interested in her, she mocked me, saying: I think that you and your brother do it between you; who is the wife, you?"


I stared at him amazed hearing how shameless that woman had become and asked: "And what did you answer?"


"I started to laugh and said: No, we do it with the mare, she is lots more pleasurable than just thinking about doing it with you!"


I laughed aloud and asked: "And she?"


"Oh, she was furious and shouted obscenities. But not even after that did she refrain from teasing me."


"Perhaps it will be better to leave before the situation becomes unmanageable for both of us. I noticed too that the old man is beginning to look at her in a strange manner: he must have guessed something."


"That is good. I am tired of staying here. Will we continue our journey towards the north?"


So we did. We farewelled the old man, and left them. The man did not seem surprised by our decision to leave and did nothing to detain us.







We went down to the city with a load of herbs and roots, some bundles with all our belongings and our four donkeys. We sold that last load, and decided to buy with all our money the dyed pieces of cloth produced in Tabuk to sell in some northerly city, hopefully for a profit, and resumed our journey north.









	ROLL 7 - SIIN - SHIIN

	


		

SIIN

We stopped at Al Bi'r but we managed to sell only a few pieces of cloth, so we soon left it and continued till Ma'an. Here we sold our remaining cloth, and also the youngest of our two foals. With the money we gained, we decided to buy some of the jewellery they produced there: they were not refined but had a simple beauty and we thought that perhaps we would be able to sell them in one of the next cities or villages. Moreover they took very little space.


Now the road turned decidedly towards the north. After a few days on the road we arrived at Karak. Here we sold some of the jewels. While we were buying some cooked food, we heard about a great salty lake in which there was no kind of life but in which you could float without swimming and without any effort. Amin, curious, proposed that we should go to see it. We went along the tiny peninsula of El Lisah that stretched out into the lake. The place was desolate, there were no plants and the soil was of a dazzling whiteness. We were completely alone and on the lake no boat was seen. We undressed completely and dived into the water: it seemed almost to repel us, to resist. It was thick, oily and really one could remain afloat in whatever position. It was indeed a strange sensation. Amin splashed about in the water and entertained himself by splashing me. After a while I too started to play with him. When a small amount of the water entered my mouth, it tasted really salty and bitter.


After some time we got out and lay under the sun. My Lord had his eyes closed and was enjoying the heat that was drying his skin. I rose on an elbow and looked at him: his body was really taking good shape, he was very beautiful, well developed in every part. To look at him was a real feast for my eyes. By now he was maturing and he was no more a child but a youth in the exuberance of growth. His chest was hard and well developed, his stomach flat and slightly hollow, his sides slim, and his legs firm. Hair had grown thick between his legs, around the beautiful fully developed member and in his armpits, but had not yet thickened in the other parts of his body and so his skin was smooth and glabrous and now was starting to shine from the microscopic salt crystals, so that it seemed a fabric of raw silk dusted with diamonds. I was lost in that careful contemplation when I noticed that Amin had reopened his eyes and was looking at me.


When he met my look, he just smiled: "Looking at me?"


"Are you sorry? Does it bother you?"


"We are more than friends. I do not feel ashamed with you."


"Your body is so beautiful..."


"Not as yours: you already are a man, I am not yet."


"You are becoming one."


I lay again. 


Amin, after a while said: "If you were not one of my guards, Nadim, by now you would be with your mind at rest in your village, probably married, with your children... You never think about that?"


"No. In any case I would not be there any more. And I firmly believe that it is Allah's will that I entered your service."


"Yes, it is certainly Him that gave me the luck to have you at my side. You are the first fruit of my clover. Without you what could have happened to me, what could I have done? Very likely I would have been killed."


"No. Allah protects you."


"Surely, and you are His protection. Near you I have no fear. If it is Allah's will, I will have my throne back... but in any case, more than my throne, I do not want to lose you."


"I will never abandon you, my Lord."


"Because you swore it to my father? Because you are in my service?"


"No. In any case."


"Listen: I release you from your oath: if you wish you can go. You are free to do what you like."


I rose and looked at him. He returned my look with seriousness... 


Then I asked him: "Do you want me to go?"


"And you?"


"No. I will leave you only on the day you chase me away."


"It will never happen. But I was speaking the truth, before: you are freed from any oath."


"Exactly: for this reason I choose to remain."


"Thank you, my friend," he said closing his eyes with a satisfied expression.


After a while we dressed again, went back to our donkeys and continued our journey. I was reliving in my heart that dialogue. No, I could never ever abandon Amin. By this time we had been five years together. If I tried to think what my life would have been without him, I could not even imagine it. His presence alone gave a taste to my life. Sometimes I felt that I should be able to show him what I was feeling for him, in a better way than I had been, but there was no gesture, there were no words that could express with accuracy and fullness my feelings. It is a strange sensation when you become aware that the normal communication means prove to be insufficient, inadequate for your purpose. I would have liked him to be able to read in my mind, in my heart how strong was my devotion, my loyalty. No, he was not only my Lord, he was much more. Much more than a friend, much more than a brother. I could not find any word which I could use, that could express all that he was to me.


We were now going back up the river that sustained the salty lake. Here the vegetation was green and thick and after many miles of steppe, this land was a relief for the eyes and the heart. We passed several small villages and our commerce was going well. We were in the city of Qnaitra when Amin had his eighteenth birthday. I led him to the local masjid, explaining to him my tradition. He liked it and together we thanked Allah. We left Qnaitra loaded with merchandise and headed towards Dimashq ash-Sham, Damascus the Beautiful. At the town gates we saw delightful little woods of apricot trees, fig trees, olive trees and gardens with pulses and vegetables in plenty, magnificent rose gardens, all irrigated with the waters of the Barada river.


We entered the town: we could not stop admiring its opulent beauty. The splendid Omayyades Masjid, the beautiful stronghold, the enormous bazaar full of life, sounds and smells. We admired the shining blades, the turkish carbines of steel inlaid with noble metals, the precious tissues of silk and satin, the ceramics, the enamelled glasses, the rich carpets coming from all parts of the world: it was indeed the town of my childhood dreams, the marvellous kingdom. Almost all the houses seemed to have no windows towards the streets and that seemed to us strange, but then we understood that all had windows towards internal courtyards, shaded and cool. We visited Nuur ad Din and Salah ad Din's mausoleum. We wandered in the town for hours and hours, never sated with what we were seeing. At evening we asked for hospitality at an inn that displayed a sign saying that they also offered accommodation. We knew that the town was part of the great empire of the Sultan Abd Ul Hami'd residing in Istanbul. Amin was really impressed by all he saw and at night, when we withdrew to our room, he said:


"How big and marvellous it all is. Mine was a really small kingdom, tiny, and yet to me it seemed big... You see how many things one has to learn in life. Humility is a great virtue and you can never have enough. My palace seemed to me a marvel, but then what will the palace of a king so great to possess thousands of cities be like? I would wager that the great king has never even heard of my kingdom!"


"All that makes you sad?"


"No. It just helps me to see things more clearly. Certainly it is Allah that desired all this in order that I could learn from it. Allah is great!"


Again I admired my Prince and Lord. If he had been in his small kingdom, he would have surely been an unique Shaikh. I prayed to Allah to help him to retrieve what was due to him. As if he had read my thoughts, Amin continued:


"Who knows when the time will be ripe so that I may claim what is due to me? How will I know?"


"Confide in Allah: He will certainly make you understand."


"Of course. Perhaps before He has to teach me other lessons! But on that day you will be at my side: you will be my Grand Visir. You will share with me the glory: it is a promise."


"I am just the son of a donkey breeder..."


"No, you are my strength and my support. You are sharing my exile, you are ready to share my misfortune, you will share also my glory on that day when Allah's will returns it all to me. This I swear. May I rot in hell forever if it is not this way."


"Not for that, believe me, not for that will I be always at your side."


"I know! And that is why I am sure about what I say."


"But you can certainly find more able, wise, cultivated, intelligent people than me."


"That may be, but I will never, ever find someone worth even a nail from your foot. In you I have full trust, as I can not have and could not have in any other."


I took his hand and kissed it with emotion, then murmured: "I hope never to disappoint you..."


"You only hope, but I am certain, my sweet Nadim."






SHIIN


We stopped in Damascus for almost a month. Then, with a new load of beautiful and precious merchandise, we continued our journey. We arrived at Nebek where we sold some goods, then we continued for Hassié: our commerce was profitable and we had put aside some gold coins. On leaving Hassié we were going towards Hims, a bigger city, when we stopped to consume a light meal. We had tied our three donkeys to a small dry tree trunk by the side of the road and we were seated on two rocks to eat. As usual we were continuing our trade: we had to gain much money to be able to buy the wonderful powder weapons of the Turks so that we could give arms to some men and go take back again the kingdom. Nobody had rifles in our land and if we could buy enough, we would succeed easily in our project: men and carbines were the key to success.


We were talking quietly when I saw Amin spring to his feet and look towards the east. I too stood up and looked: I could see a cloud of dust heading for us.


"Mounted men... they seem many... could be trouble..." I said.


When we were in Damascus we had heard that in those lands there were several badaawin's gangs that raided villages, assailed caravans and plundered passersby.


"Yes, they could be. What is the best thing to do? They are approaching quite rapidly..."


"Let us hide the gold and continue to eat..."


"You think we would not have time to go back to Hassié or to try to reach Hims?"


"Race horses like those are much faster than our poor little donkeys. With luck, they will not notice us or be interested in us... If we try to flee, they will definitely come after us."


We hid almost all the money we had with us under one of the big stones we were sitting on, then we resumed eating as if nothing was happening. But we kept a wary eye on the dust cloud that was growing larger and closer, and that inexorably approached. Soon, about forty mounted men reached and surrounded us. A man with a short trimmed, black, pointed goatee beard, who was evidently their chief, reined in his horse in front of us and questioned us with arrogance:


"Aren't you scared of us? You continue to eat as if nothing is happening?"


"Scared, sir? Why in the world? We are just two travelers, we have done no ill to anyone."


"You know who we are?"


"No, sir. Are we perhaps in your territory?" I said in a humble voice.


The man dismounted, seized my clothes at chest level and pulled me to him: "Don't play sly, boy. Here everybody knows who we are."


"Sir, we are strangers, we are coming from the Higiaz..."


The man stared at me, then looked at our donkeys: "What are you carrying?"


"A few pieces of merchandise to exchange in the markets, to earn a living, for me and my brother..."


"Let's see what interesting goods you have..." he said without letting go of me and made a sign to one of his men who got off his horse, went near our donkeys and opened the bundles we had put down on the ground by the animals. 


He scattered all our belongings then said to his chief: "Just a few small things, but not bad."


"Good, take them!" the chief answered.


Amin, at that point said: "Sir, I pray you, it is all we have. How can we make a living if you keep from us everything we own?"


"And who told you you will still need something?" the man said, bursting into spiteful laughter, then, whilst the other had gathered all our belongings and brought them back to his horse, he approached our donkeys and laid a powerful blow on the neck of the foal, who collapsed, dead. 


Amin jumped toward him shouting: "Noooo!"


I blocked him as the man turned, his bloodied blade in his hand, raising it again but this time aiming at Amin. So I jumped on my Lord making him fall down and lay on him so that I was shielding him with my body and in my mind I beseeched Allah to protect him. I felt the stroke landing on my back, then I heard the noise of the horses hooves, the scared donkeys' brays, then darkness came down over my eyes and I fainted.


When I came around, it was almost night. I could not see Amin. I tried to move, but felt a shooting pain in my back. I gritted my teeth, tried to turn and a little further away I saw the unmoving body of my Lord, lying prone on the ground. I tried to see if there was blood, but my eyes could not focus on his image and the light was too dim. Then I tried to call him but from my throat went out just a wheezing rattle and again I lost consciousness.


When again I opened my eyes, I was looking directly into bright sunshine and had to shut them immediately. I heard voices, horses pacing and feared that the predators were back to finish us. Then I realised they were speaking a different language: I could not understand what they were saying. Again I half opened my eyes turning my head slightly to one side: they were soldiers, dressed as those we had seen in Damascus, soldiers of the Great Sultan.


At that point I tried to speak and said: "Where is my brother? Is he alive?"


One of the soldiers turned towards me and speaking Arabic with a strong foreign accent, said: "Yes, he is living, he is here nearby. The one who is worst is you, he was just trod on by horses hooves."


"Where is he? I cannot see him!"


Then I heard Amin's voice: "I am here... we are out of danger, Nadim. I too cannot move, probably I have a broken leg."


"Don't you worry. We have found you in time. Now we transport you to Hims, that is on our road. In there they will cure you."


They loaded us on two horses and at last I could see Amin: his face was swollen and bruised, and he had a split lip, but smiled at me. They carried us to Hims and entrusted us to the soldiers of the little local garrison, then continued on their way. The soldiers laid us down on one of their straw-mattresses and one of them went to call a doctor to heal us: I had a bad wound across my back and was bleeding very badly. I once again lost consciousness.


I came around three days later. 


The first person I saw was Amin who smiled at me and whispered: "Welcome back, Nadim, how do you feel?"


"Not bad... very weak."


"You lost so much blood... I was afraid I would lose you. But Allah has been merciful. The doctor says that they did not damage any vital organs and that if you remain still, in one month and a half you will be able to stand up."


"And you? You have a broken leg?"


"Happily no, no broken bones. You saved my life... I was really scared, thinking to lose you..." he repeated and a tear rolled down his cheek.


He lightly caressed my face, bending on me, and put a light kiss on my lips, rising immediately and drying with the back of his hand that lonely tear that betrayed his emotion.


"I am alive, I am living, I did not leave you. I promised that to you, is it not so?" I said smiling sweetly at him.


During the following days Amin went back on foot to where we had been attacked to retrieve our gold coins. With those he paid our food and my care. I did not want him to do this: he had to conserve them for his plan. But he answered me that this also was a lesson from Allah. There was something much more precious than his war: it was my life, my health:


"You see? I relied on gold, on wealth. On the contrary I must have my trust just in Him. Now I understand. No more plan, therefore. No more dreams until the time is right."



Two months and a half passed, but in the end I was fully healed. The money was almost ended. We were asking ourselves what we could do now, when something happened that radically changed our lives.
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S'SAAD

We had both recovered our health, but we were still guests in the small garrison of Hims' soldiers. They had kept us with them in exchange for many small services. As ever, in our free time, Amin and I trained. Soldiers were amused watching our physical exercises and sometimes they also fought with us, just for practice. We two became very skilled in the stick-fighting and often we were confronted with attacks, feints and parries where we showed off all our skill doing jumps, pirouettes and rapid somersaults. To tell the truth our training had become almost a performance, halfway between martial arts and acrobatics.


We were, one day, performing in front of a small group of soldiers and local people just outside the city walls, when a knight arrived. He stopped his horse and watched us for a long while, without dismounting. After a while he called a soldier and said something to him. The soldier turned toward his comrades and signalled them to approach. Again they spoke and the knight handed over to them something that looked like a rolled parchment. We two, and also the local people that had stopped to watch our exercises, watched with curiosity. The soldiers placed themselves at the sides of the knight in formation and escorted him into the city. We too followed them. One of the soldiers, when we were about to enter the garrison precincts, barred the way.


"Hey, do not you recognize us?" I asked, astounded.


"You can not enter now: this man is from the Great Mansur, the Sultan General who is about coming from Baghdad with his men. He will stop here in town, where he intends to spend the night."


"But... what about us?" I asked.


The soldier widened his arms as if to say that he did not know what to do, and said: "Those are the orders, I can do nothing. You have to find accommodation elsewhere, at least for now."


I understood that it was useless to insist, so we withdrew a short way. I was discussing with Amin what to do, when the knight appeared on the garrison door and, turning to us, signalled us to approach him.


"I noticed you out there, outside of the walls. You are good, really skilled. What is your name?"


"I am Nadim ibn Yussuf and this is my brother Khaled, sir."


"I have heard from the commander that you survived an attack by the badaawin and that you are alive only by a miracle. What do you do now for a living?"


"Nothing, sir. We lost everything when the badaawin assailed us. We helped this garrison's soldiers a little, during our convalescence, to repay their hospitality, but now..."


"Have you ever handled a scimitar?" the man asked.


Before Amin could answer, I quickly said: "Never, sir. We are just a donkey breeder's sons. We just amuse ourselves with the sticks, my brother and I, to pass our time..."


"That is strange... you handled your sticks almost as a saber is handled... In a while the Great Mansur Ul Hajjim will arrive. I would like him to see you handling your sticks. Perhaps he could make two good soldiers out of you, if this appeals to you."


"Soldiers? I never thought about that, sir. I really do not know what to say..." I answered hesitantly.


The man told us to see him in the evening, if we decided his offer to be of interest for us, and went back into the garrison. At that point I consulted with Amin.


"What do you think about it?"


"Why not? It is possible that this is precisely the way Allah has prepared for us in His infinite wisdom..."






The general arrived with his soldiers: there were about two thousand men camped outside the walls, and only the chiefs entered the city. As evening fell we appeared at the garrison and were introduced to Mansur's presence. He was an imposing man - he was not Arab nor yet was he a Turk: we discovered later that he had been a yenicheri of european origins that the Sultan chose and raised to the general rank to control his frontier territories after seeing him fight at his side in the wars against the Russians. 


Mansur looked at us closely and said: "Your skill has been highly praised. My man knows that I like to discover youths with a talent for weapons. If your skill is really equal to what I have heard about you, I will take you into my retinue. Here are two sabres. Let me see how you use them."


At that point I said: "Noble and powerful Lord, we never handled sabres, me and my younger brother, but just sticks, and a stick, at the most, bruises, does not wound... Can not we show you what we are able to do with our sticks?"


"If you are interested in being soldiers with me, you use those blades or you leave: to be soldier is not a game." Mansur answered looking me straight in the eyes.


I looked at Amin. He nodded faintly, more with his eyes than with a gesture. We took the two sabres, balancing them in our hands, then we started to use them as if they were our sticks. At first we made them circle for a while in order to get used to their weight and their different way of cleaving the air, then we started with one of our games.


Years had elapsed since we used real sabres, but as little by little we felt more confident, we started to shift to more daring exercises. We were so accustomed to our games with the sticks that our movements were perfectly synchronized and each of us knew exactly what the other was going to do, and how and when. Little by little everyone's attention was attracted by our performance and even the soldiers who had seen us doing these exercises many times, using just innocuous sticks, started to shout amazed "oohs" and "aahs" at our skilled skirmish.


After a while, in unison, we stopped and turned towards the general. 


He nodded solemnly and said: "Yes, you really are skilled, it seems you were born with those weapons in hand. You succeeded in not even brushing each other, in spite of nearly always being in contact with the other's blade. Not bad, boys, a nice performance. But the real fighting is something else, war is not a game, a show. However, I will take you on. Tomorrow morning you can leave with us. In Istanbul you will be enlisted properly."


We happily accepted. That night we slept in the open, on bare ground, and the morning after we were ready to leave. We were then allotted two horses and temporarily allocated to a platoon of arab soldiers, natives of the El Gohr area, whose chief was named Annah or Hanah, I do not exactly remember. These men were coming back from a military campaign at the frontiers east of Baghdad, where they had tamed the revolt of a local Shaikh. Several men had died, so they had with them some horses without riders. Their manners were rough, but a kind of comradeship and a strict honour code were in force, so that it was not bad being with them. We rapidly got used to this ambience, thanks also to the fact that, even if with an accent different from ours, these men were speaking an arabic very close to that of our land.


The travel to the capital lasted a little more than one week. When at last we reached Istanbul, the vision of the city was something that took my breath away. If Damascus seemed to me marvellous, this town that was the center of the Empire, of the arts, of the islamic culture, seemed to me the quintessence of all wonders. The army had been dissolved along the way, hence when we arrived at the city gates, we were little more than two hundred soldiers, veterans that were part of the regular army that was in the capital.


Mansur led us with him and entrusted us to an enlisting officer, commanding him to assign us to his personal guard. We received uniforms, weapons, and equipment and were accompanied to Mansur's Palace, which stood near the Old Imperial Palace. Here we were entrusted to a young officer who's duty was to train recruits. For several days we did nothing but training in fighting and getting used to the fellowship of our guard comrades.


At night, we had a wide board with a single straw mattress which we shared with three other soldiers, two Turks and a Thracian. The Turks were in their thirties and were enlisted about ten years before, so they were veterans; the Thracian, on the contrary, had been enlisted only a few months before and was the same age as myself. We had to learn turkish, a strange and difficult language, very different from arabic even if it used many arabic words. Istanbul was a cosmopolitan town, where could be heard different languages and idioms and where could be seen people of all kind and races: asiatics, europeans and africans. It was fascinating for that also. But to speak turkish remained fundamental: it was the official language.


We had been living in the barracks of Mansur's guards for a few days when, during the night, one of the two turks that was lying near me, in the darkness started to feel between my legs trying to persuade me, without words, to have sex with him. I rejected him and he did not insist. Afraid he could try also with Amin, from the following night on, I made my Lord sleep between me and the wall. The turk, during the day, behaved as if nothing had happened, but at night he tried again a couple of times. His attempts to play with my member annoyed me, but at the same time provoked in me a strong arousal. To my relief, the turk finally gave up and did not try again. I soon discovered the reason why he had ceased to try with me: the thracian boy did not oppose any resistance to the silent proposal of the man, and soon, during the night, I often heard them unite and have sex.


What really did amaze me a little is that hearing, or better to say guessing, from the light rustling, from the rhythm of their breathing and from the movements no more than a handspan away from me, that the two were having a sexual intercourse, always aroused in me a condition of strong excitation. Perhaps it was due to the fact that I had no sexual intercourse even if my body desired it. The thracian and the turk became inseparable. The other soldiers, at times, went to certain premises where you could get women for a few coins. But I did not feel the least attracted by these vulgar and mercenary creatures, painted in tragicomic masks and covered with fake jewels and stifling perfumes.






DDAAD


We had been there for some months when the Sultan again sent Mansur on an expedition: this time to Armenia to suppress a rebellion. Mansur, who had followed our progress during the long training sessions, wanted us with him: it was to be our initiation into war. So we had to prepare for the journey. As always, along the road the soldiers of the provisional army would be enrolled from the many villages and cities through which we would pass. Each province was due to give us men, weapons and horses. Not a few young men came as volunteers, in the hope of distinguishing themselves and becoming enlisted after the battle.


When we left Istanbul we were about two hundred. When we left Asmara we were about one thousand and each of us regular soldiers became chief of a nucleus of men. At the beginning I had five men under me and Amin had the same. After passing through Samsun we had about ten men each, at Ordu around fifteen, at Rize twenty and when we arrived at Karkose our army counted five thousand men. We immediately clashed with the rebels: they were less than us, but knew very well the land and were supported by the local population. We killed several of them, but also several of our men were killed.


We had been at war for about three months when a spy informed us that the rebels were gathering in a small valley not far from the site of our camp. Mansur gave orders to leave immediately to catch them by surprise, before they had the time to organize, and we entered the small valley. Immediately battle raged, obstructed by the steep and uncertain ground where our horses had difficulty manoeuvring.


I was fighting against two rebels when I saw Amin running at full gallop pursuing some rebels. From some bushes three of the enemy jumped out, attacking him. Amin valorously defended himself and he seemed to get the better of them, when one of his enemies succeeded in giving him a big sabre stroke on the leg and I saw him falling from his horse. Shouting, I rushed to his rescue and my men also followed me, so that in a short while we had surrounded Amin with our horses interposed between him and his assailants and soon we got the better of them. I then dismounted and helped Amin, who was bleeding heavily, to remount his horse. The battle was at that point won, the few surviving enemies were fleeing so I could immediately bring back my Lord to the camp, to get his injury treated.


Amin's wound was not really deep, but my Lord had lost very much blood, so he had to remain in his tent for several days. When I could I spent my time with him. It seemed he was healing, when his leg became seriously infected and very much swollen. He got a raging fever and often was delirious. I arranged it so that a soldier was always near him when I could not assist him, being engaged in a battle; it was really difficult for me be far from him, but I could not avoid my duty.


Whenever possible, I was at his side for hours, wiping his forehead with a wet piece of cloth and praying to Allah to help him. Since we were fighting in the mountains and autumn was coming to an end, it was becoming ever more cold, especially at night. I was really worried for Amin, I did not know what more I could do. But after a few days, soon after a battle, while dismounting my horse, I saw a herb I knew: my mother used this herb when I was a child to heal our infections! I gathered as much as I could and immediately went back to the camp. I used it following the recipe I vaguely remembered, hoping that my memory did not betray me.


Little by little Amin seemed to recover. His leg was deflating and he was having periods, longer each time, of lucidity. I had managed to place him in a small tent where only he and I slept, with the excuse that he would be less likely to disturb the others with his moans in his delirium. 


One night, in one of his moments of lucidity, he said: "Nadim, I feel so cold!"


"It is the fever. Soon you will feel better. Do you want me to look for another rug?"


"No... I would rather like you to lie near me to warm me, as you were doing during the nights we were fleeing..."


"All right, I am coming."


I lay near him, under the same rug, and embraced him tightly. He pressed against me as he did as a boy, thanked me in a weak voice and fell asleep. I was still worried about him, so I caressed his body, almost as if hoping to alleviate his pain and suffering, and in the meantime I prayed Allah to help him to heal. After that night, I went to sleep near him every night, even when he improved and started to slowly recover. One night when at last he was healed, I went back to sleep under my rug. 


After I put out the lantern, he said: "I hope to worsen again..."


"What? What are you saying? Why?"


"At least you would come back to sleep with me... I like so much to fall asleep feeling your warmth..."


I smiled in the darkness and said: "You do not need to be ill. If you wish... I come."


"Do you think that I am not behaving as a man? That I am very naughty like a child?"


"No. I too feel good near you," I answered, and slipped under his rug and embraced him.


From then on we always slept together. Some could have thought us lovers, notwithstanding we were brothers, but nobody ever said anything. Also, all things considered, it was not rare for two soldiers to share the same mattress and sometime also they preferred to have sexual intercourse, especially when they were at war and there were no women, so it was really rare that somebody made jokes on that subject.


The war lasted all winter long and was very hard, both for the inclemency of the weather and the determination of the rebels. But finally, in spring, their last stronghold was taken in bitter fighting and the revolt was put down. I thought that soon we would travel back to the capital, but Mansur summoned me to his presence. He said that he had noticed how I had behaved during all the fighting and that, for this reason, he had decided to appoint me his lieutenant and to leave me there with a garrison of five hundred men to keep the situation under control. I was to establish my headquarters in the just conquered rebels' capital. I would receive the needed money to rebuild the fortress and I would have supported the civil governor with my soldiers.


After consulting with Amin, I accepted, asking to be allowed to choose the five hundred men who had to remain with me. Mansur agreed without hesitation. Of course, the first I chose was Amin and with him, after asking who wanted to stay as a volunteer, we chose the garrison soldiers.


Amin was very proud of me: "Now you are my chief!" he merrily exclaimed.


"No, you always remain my Lord, even if the others do not know that."


"But here you are the chief! You can rely on me, and you know it!" he replied firmly.


I ruffled his hair tenderly.






Once Mansur and the army left, I immediately set to work. The civil governor was a cultivated and clever man and I immediately reached a good understanding with him. Beside rebuilding the citadel quickly, we decided to set to work anything possible to pacify the population. Initially we convened all the mullah and explained to them our intentions, asking them for their support. They, I did not know how sincerely, declared themselves to be ready to do so in order that peace would come back to their land, not only between men but also in their hearts. Anyway, they collaborated.


We spent there two long years. Often from the capital came officials, and twice also Mansur returned. Each time we received praise for our work and also received authorization to hold back a part of the taxes we were collecting for the Sultan. This was important to execute the works we had in mind: roads, bridges, wells, cisterns that would be of benefit for all the population. That period was very useful for Amin and I, because it allowed us to see personally, and experiment with, the problems of administering a territory subdued by a bloody war.


Amin and I lived in the citadel, where we had had some rooms tidied for us, and where we also carried out our duties as military administrators. The civil governor on the contrary preferred to install himself in an elegant building in front of the principal masjid, where he administered justice and collected taxes. Often we were his guests: it was always a delight to spend our time with him.


So, two years later, Mansur returned and told us that the Sultan, having heard about me, wanted to meet me and therefore I was summoned at Palace. With Mansur had come the new military commander that had to take my place. I asked him if Amin could come with me: I did not want to be separated from him. The general answered that he had guessed that, so he had arranged that the summons to the court was also for my brother.



I passed my final orders to the new commander, and we returned to Istanbul with Mansur. Here, he had the right clothing for our rank made for us, in order to be received at court. Then Mansur accompanied us to the Sultan's audience.
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Both Amin and I were overwhelmed by the size and magnificence of the Sultan's Palace: it seemed we had entered a city within the city. On our horses, we passed through great gates and majestic portals, each of them garrisoned by sentries in splendid uniforms, more beautiful and rich as we penetrated further into the complex. We passed through immense courtyards swarming with a thousand activities, filled with servants, soldiers, officials, dignitaries, postulants, mullahs, slaves, until we finally arrived at the real Palace. Here we passed into ambiences of exquisite beauty where everything showed wealth, richness, power, refinement and a love for fine arts.


After being received by different officials, each time of superior rank, we were at last admitted to the Grand Diwaan. The Sultan, Ahmed III, was waiting for us. Mansur introduced us and extolled our praises to the great emperor. He listened with a benevolent attitude, than talked with us. Almost an hour passed during our audience. At the end, the Sultan conveyed to us the reason why He had summoned us: His elder sons wanted to go in Hajj to Mecca: we two were to organize the escort, since we were native to those parts of the empire and had shown ourselves valorous in war and skilled in peace.


It was an enormous honour and we accepted with gratitude. So, soon after the audience, we started to organize the travel and the caravan. It had to be composed of around one thousand five hundred people, of which about one thousand were to be hand-picked soldiers. Mansur would assist with the selection of the soldiers, we two would handle the technical details. We worked on the project for about three months, until everything was ready, down to the smallest detail. The five Sultan's sons who would be making the Hajj were aged between fourteen and seventeen and among their number was also the Heir Prince, who these days is the reigning Sultan, Mustafah III. We were introduced to the Princes: they were very different from each other, both physically, being sons of different mothers, and in character. Probably the most open and extroverted of the five youths was Prince Selim, who soon demonstrated a strong empathy toward Amin.


When the great caravan started, there was a splendid ceremony at the Palace, and some messages for the local Lords and Officials we would meet along the way were handed over to me. We had arranged that we would avoid Mussa's territories, in fact we had advised, for the outward journey, the sea road, more flat and safe. A dispatch rider informed the locals in advance of the arrival of our caravan in the territories we would cross and in the cities where we would stop, and at the same time explored the way ahead us. We were received with maximum honours, given hospitality with magnificence and each local Lord competed with the others to demonstrate his fidelity to the Great Emperor and to His sons. The journey went on slowly but safely, with no obstacle, inconvenience or discomfort being allowed to hinder us in any way. We did not really face much danger, because our soldiers were all armed with the most modern turk guns while the majority of the soldiers of the territories that we crossed, as well as the predators of the nomadic tribes, still used the traditional weapons - knives, spears, swords, bows and arrows.


We had just left Damascus, when Prince Selim summoned Amin asking him to be his company for a stretch of road. This was not unusual, in fact between them had been born a strong rapport. We stopped in Ammam for the scheduled halt, and, assisted by the local Shaikh, I was giving my orders to arrange everything, when Amin came near me and, in a moment when we were alone, whispered to me:


"As soon as you can, I have to talk to you."


"Some problems?"


"I do not yet know..."


"Is it urgent?" I asked in a low voice, alarmed, looking at him and noticing his serious expression.


"No, but..." he broke off because the Shaikh was again approaching me, and he held off. After giving the other orders, I excused myself to our host and approached Amin:


"Well, what is wrong?"


"Prince Selim... I am afraid he suspects something."


"About what?"


"About we two. He asked me why you, my elder brother, seem to defer towards me. He thought that strange, because it is the younger brother that has to respect the elder and not vice versa..."


"And what did you say?"


"I denied it, of course, but he did not seem convinced. Rather, at that point he said to me that we looked too refined to be the sons of a donkey breeder. And that physically we do not resemble each other."


"And how did you react?"


"I said that we left the mountains so many years ago and that others had said to us that we do not resemble each other... Then he asked me if we have the same mother and I answered yes... Probably I made a mistake..."


"I do not think that to be a real danger: his are just impressions, he does not have anything concrete."


"But he is a perceptive observer and I think he will continue to observe us. You have to treat me more as your younger brother, it is important, very important..."


"It will be not so easy for me to change so... and moreover after him noticing my behaviour, a change towards you will catch his eye even more. I do not think we have to worry, Amin." I concluded.


But I was wrong. Prince Selim was back on the subject the day after, but this time with me:


"Nadim, your brother Khaled is a remarkable person, very refined: he seems as if he has lived for a long time at court, and yet it does not turn out to be so. It is really strange: by his manner it is evident to me that he is a person brought up to command..."


I tried to put him off, making a joke, and said: "Yes, from his very childhood he was so: the other donkey breeders at the village said so and called him 'chief-donkey'. He has always been a remarkable boy for character and intelligence. I am very proud of him."


"Yes, but... I have grown up at court, so I can grasp some nuances, probably more than others... more than a donkey breeder, certainly. Who is Khaled? And you, who are you?"


"Khaled is my brother, Prince Selim, and we are sons of a humble donkey breeder..."


"No, your basic education is very different from his. You were not educated at court. I would not say that you are not a valuable person, and cultivated, but... you are different. You, for instance, you often quote the Al Qur'an: quite as if you had grown up in a masjid..."


I was struck strongly by his insight: he seemed to be able to read into our bodies, into our minds. He looked at me smiling faintly, waiting for my answer. 


Then, seeing that I did not answer, he barely shook his head and continued: "You can trust me: if you have a secret, whatever it be, I will not betray you. But certainly I know you have a secret."


"Our lives, Prince, are without stain: we have nothing of which to be ashamed."


"It is not necessary that what one hides is something of which to be ashamed: sometimes one hides something that could be dangerous to reveal. What, then, is the danger that menaces you?"


"No danger, with Allah's help. Our lives flow peacefully, Prince, I assure you."


"Nevertheless those talks with me put both Khaled and you on the alert... There must be something," the Prince insisted amiably.


I really did not know what more to say. By luck his preceptor Abdul entered and the Prince dropped the matter. As soon as I was again alone with Amin, I told him. We discussed what to do; Amin said that perhaps we could tell the truth to Prince Selim: he felt we could trust him; but I was afraid that revealing ourselves could be a mistake. Another two days elapsed, in which nothing new happened. Now we were not far from Medinet. When we were alone, we continued to discuss what we should do. Then one day Prince Selim came near us and we immediately stopped our discussion.


"Are you two looking for the best answer to give me to soothe my curiosity?" the Prince asked, smiling cunningly.


Amin looked at me for a moment and I read in his eyes the determination to speak.


He addressed the Prince and said: "Prince Selim, we have full trust in you and we will show that to you, answering any question you have in full sincerity, even if in that way we put ourselves completely at your mercy. But in these few days I have come to know you and to understand that we can trust in your magnanimity..."


"What I guessed about you two is then rather... well guessed?"


"Much more than you could think: your eyes are sharp, your heart sensitive, your intellect quick."


"Well then, tell me. I promise that not a word of what you will reveal to me will ever be employed against you, whatever it is."


So Amin narrated to the Prince our story, even to the finest detail. Sometime Selim interrupted him to ask questions, but as the narration proceeded he did not seem at all surprised or incredulous. 


At the end he simply said: "How do you think you two alone, can gain revenge, recover your usurped kingdom?"


"We do not yet know, Prince: Allah will give us a sign when the times are ripe." Amin answered.


The Prince openly smiled: "Probably I am the sign of Allah! It is probably not just coincidence that it is on the road to Mecca that this story has come to light! When we return to Istanbul I will talk to my father about you, Amin: I will ask him to support you with his army so that you can recover what is due to you, and so that this Mussa creature will be punished as he deserves. Not only has he usurped your place, but he has betrayed the sacred duty of hospitality and this is a hideous crime that claims revenge in the presence of Allah!"


"I thank you, Prince, but I... I would like to take back my place with only my own forces."


"But how? How valorous you are, you are just two against a powerful man! What do you intend to do, Amin?"


"When I am back amongst my people, I will see if there are yet those who remember my father and in their hearts are still faithful to my family. At that point I will count the men I can rely on and, if they are enough, I will confront the traitor."


"And if there will be no one, or not enough?"


"If that be the case, it would be useless to claim to reign on men that do not support me. I would renounce my claim to the throne and I would come back to be a soldier for my Emperor, for the Sultan your father."


Selim nodded for a long while: "Yes, you are right, I understand you. But you will need weapons, allies..."


"Yes, that is true, but somehow I will find them. If it is Allah's will, nothing and no-one can stop me."


"Well, your time has come. When we return from this Hajj, I intend to talk with my father, if you agree, and I will try to get you all the support you could need, respecting your wishes. Now let us continue our pilgrimage. For the moment we will say nothing to anyone about who you really are."


Amin kneeled in front of Selim and I followed suit.


"Thank you my Lord: you can always rely on my arm, on my sword, on my life."


Selim laughed: "If I had any intention to overthrow my brother to take his place, would I have two allies?"


Amin stood up, fiercely proud: "I will give my life for you, Prince, on condition that you never ask me to go against superior duties..."


"Well: I was just putting you to the test. Do not worry, I have no envy for my brother, I am absolutely not interested in becoming the Sultan. Now, Khaled, let us continue peacefully our pilgrimage."






At Badr Hunayin we abandoned the coast road to go to Medinet, where we stopped for two days. Prince Selim never again mentioned our secret and of course continued to call Amin by the name Khaled as he was known by everyone else. Returning to the coast road, we finally arrived at Mecca. We carried out all the prescribed rites, remaining in that sacred place for a full week. The Caaba, with his venerable antiquity, moved me deeply. For a long time Amin and I thanked Allah for His benevolence. Then, the rites accomplished, we prepared for the return journey. As we had planned, instead of again taking the coast road, we cut across the Neged desert, so that we reached the Amirates on the Al Arabi Gulf, and from there we went to north towards Baghdad where we stopped for a week to rest.


Amin, from the day we had revealed our secret to Prince Selim, had become thoughtful. 


So, the first night we were in Baghdad, lying near each other in the room prepared for us, I asked him: "What happens, Amin?"


"Nothing... That is, yes, something is happening but I too do not know what it is."


"Are you not happy? Perhaps we are approaching the moment when these long waiting years come to their maturity and give us their fruit: you would have to be happy."


"Yes, I am happy. But I do not know... There is something inside me that I would like to understand but that I cannot grasp. There is something I feel the need to tell you, and yet I do not know what it is. You are to me the person I feel closest, and yet I feel that there is still something that divides us, and I do not want this."


"But nothing divides us, you know that: I am faithful to you, my life belongs to you... I am yours." I said with a heartfelt tone.


Amin stood silent for a while then said: "Yes, I know. You too are important to me, more than my mother, more than a brother... And yet... Sometimes I feel I want to communicate with you more deeply, but I do not know how, I cannot understand how. Something divides us, separates us, keeps us in two different worlds. I tried to tell you that you no longer need to consider yourself my subject, but rather my friend, or more than a friend, nevertheless we still are on two different planes... and that lies heavy upon me. And I am afraid that, when I regain my throne, this something will divide us even more, and I do not want... but I do not know what to do, that is why I am so thoughtful, so sad..."


"As long as you wish I will be always at your side, I will never abandon you, I have sworn that to you."


"I know, I know... and yet it is not enough."


"Tell me then what you want me to do. Anything!"


"If I knew, I would tell you... let us sleep now. It is useless to break our heads on... on this problem."


Yes, I understood him: I too I had felt something very close to that, but I had never focused my attention on it. I had never seen it with the clarity Amin had. But now, I too I started to think about it. To my mind also, there was between us, in the great affection that bound us, a kind of uncrossed, and probably uncrossable limit. Because of it, there was not between us as full a communion as both of us would have desired. But in a sense, I thought that the last barrier was created by Amin, or at least accepted, but on the other hand... But of what consisted that last barrier that was weighing so heavily on both of us? What could be done to eliminate it? Certainly nothing until it was clearly spelled out! Perhaps we would never be able to overcome it, perhaps it was natural it existed... To me it was not a heavy burden, but it seemed to weigh heavily on Amin and, since in my heart his happiness was more important to me than my own, I needed to do something.






We left Baghdad through throngs of farewelling people and continued to travel north, then we turned towards the sea. As on our earlier journey, we stopped some days at Iskanderun; the city where was born the mother of the Heir Prince Mustafah. From there we boarded the ship waiting for us and we sailed to Kybris island, where the Sultan had a palace. We stopped at the palace for ten days. For the first time after we had made Prince Selim aware of our secret, he again talked to us about it. He invited us to his room so that we were safe from indiscreet ears. Even if he was just sixteen, the prince had a judgment and an acumen as prodigious as an adult. He explained to us what his intentions were, what he was going to ask his father for us, and he wanted to discuss with us our plan, give us his advice.



In those days we often went to hunt in the hinterland or to the sea to bathe. Selim had shown to us a wild and secluded stretch of beach, whose access from land was really difficult because you need to slide along big steep rocks, so that it was much easier to reach it by boat. It was a small crescent of the finest sand at the bottom of a small inlet in the shape of the middle hhaa letter, so that at the mouth could only enter a swimming man or a very narrow boat manoeuvred with extreme care in order not to be smashed against the rocks. Once there on the beach, you were practically invisible both from land and from sea. It was a wonderful and quiet corner, all around there were scented flowers and herbs. Selim was very proud of that place, and having discovered it when a small boy, he asked his father for it as a gift, so that now it was known as "Selim's Kingdom". The Prince told us that we could go there any time we liked, so we went there often, both with the Prince and also alone.









	ROLL 10 - Z'ZAA

	


		

Z'ZAA

It was to be our last day staying on the island. The day after, our ship would sailed for Istanbul. Selim and his brothers had gone to the hinterland with their beaters for a hunt. Amin and I, then, decided to pay a last visit to "Selim's Kingdom".


Boarding the small boat at the landing place, I rowed up to the mouth of the little inlet. The sea waves broke there, foaming and rumbling and then exploding in fantastic water sprays shining under the sun. We calculated the waves rhythm, maneuvering the oars carefully, and succeeded in sliding inside as soon as the back-flow had ceased and immediately before the new billow broke against the rocks, thus avoiding smashing ourselves and the boat. 


As we brought the slender hull onto the sand, Amin asked: "Are we going to bathe immediately?"


"Certainly. I need a good swim!"


We rapidly undressed and plunged into the lukewarm, clear water. We swam, splashed about a little in the shallows at the water's edge, playing carefree. I was very much enjoying these moments, because Amin seemed to have found again his childhood serenity, but also because I really liked to be able to admire his beautiful body, by now well defined.


After a while I came out of the water and stretched out on the fine sand to dry by the warm rays of the sun, while Amin, happy, remained in the water.


I looked at him. Now he was a grown young man, his body was well developed and was harmonious and strong, and when he also came out from the water and stood in front of me, the sun shining on his golden skin made me see him as a star resplendent in the sky.


"It is a pity we have to leave tomorrow. This indeed is a corner of paradise, is it not so, Nadim?"


"Yes, it is really a dream. It is as if here, one is enchanted."


"Especially being alone like now. Why do we not free ourselves completely, Nadim? In any case nobody can see us here. It is beautiful feeling the sun's caresses on all our skin and these wet clothes around the hips are just an annoyance..." Amin said and, without waiting for my answer, untied and let slide from his hips his last garment. 


I followed suit, while he stretched out near me. For a long while we did not talk. I was looking at the sky that was of an incredibly pure blue, and that was crossed occasionally by birds, probably seagulls, majestic and slowly gliding.


I felt good, perfectly at ease, wrapped up in light and warmth, near the most important person in my life. It was like a being in a state of perfection and I caught myself thinking that I would have liked it if it would never end. I turned on my side to talk to Amin and looked at him. He had his eyes closed, his breath was faint and regular, a happy and very sweet expression on his face. 


Barely whispering I asked him: "Are you sleeping?"


Amin did not answer.


Then I sat and looked at him and suddenly I felt as a very strong shock in my heart, like as an arrow had passed right through it. I felt overwhelmed by his beauty, by the tenderness of his expression. For the first time I could observe him undisturbed, completely naked, stretched out less than a handspan from me. His body seemed to me very beautiful, so languorously abandoned on the sand, wrapped by the rays of the sun. His lips barely apart seemed a flower bud, his skin completely hairless apart from a fine dark down on his arms and legs which was sweet, velvety. His member lay, soft and beautiful, in a thicket of curly black hair. His figure was indeed perfect. I closed my eyes for a moment, too moved, I opened them and looked at him again. It was not a dream, he was there, in front of me, real and warm, with nothing that could take my admiration from him. Notwithstanding our long intimacy, I had never realized how beautiful he had became.


So, instinctively, without even thinking about what I was doing, I extended my hand and started to lightly caress with my fingertips his wide and glabrous chest. I felt a deep emotion, an excitement that tightened my throat. He continued to sleep and did not react to my timid caress. I continued feeling as if I was immersed in the soft but bright atmosphere of a marvellous dream. That slight contact was arousing in me incredibly intense sensations. If before I was barely brushing him with my fingers, now I started to caress him with my whole hand, still very lightly, then with both hands.


I was not thinking about what I was doing, about what I was feeling. I simply followed my instincts. My mind was without thoughts and just enjoyed in absorbing the emotions awakening in me, in all my senses. I leaned over him, and my lips hardly, scarcely, brushed his lips. His lips quivered slightly. My caresses became more daring, more intimate, more insistent, my body yearned for his, and little by little I moved closer to his body, and then, moving quite imperceptibly, without even realizing how it had happened, my body was on his body, my mouth pressed down on his, whilst I was embracing him and holding him against me.


His eyes opened and met mine, so close by, and brightened in the sweetest of smiles. His arms circled my back and held me tight against him, and his body started to quiver under mine and clung tightly to me. I felt his heat bursting out to envelop me, and suddenly I was acutely aware that desire was awakening in me, an intense desire, strong, overwhelming. And soon I perceived Amin's body answering to my desire and our bodies vibrated in unison like two lute strings.


The seagull's cries and the breaking of waves were the sweet and rhythmic concert that underlined and accompanied the bursting out of our emotions, of our reciprocal discovery. The song of joy in our hearts was reflected in the brightness of our eyes, shining even more than the sun itself in the clear sky. Not a cloud veiled our minds.


The scent of his skin mixed with the smell of the perfumed herbs and of the sea and intoxicated me, making me dizzy. The taste of his mouth made me ecstatic while, like a bee sucks nectar from flowers, I delicately sucked his tongue, sweeter than milk and honey. My hands and my skin searched his body exploring it incessantly, and all my flesh was a quiver at the light and sweet touch of his hands, strong and delicate at the same time.


We abandoned ourselves to each other's desires, savouring, consenting and sustaining it, and I felt that finally what was happening was the marvellous 'something' for which I had waited for years, without ever knowing what it could have been.


Little by little it was as if around us all had vanished. Only our tightly intertwined bodies existed and they were searching each other, feverishly, incessantly, in an explosion of uncontrollable and uncontrolled desire. I never had experienced such intense emotion, so violent and yet so tender. All my being was reaching out to Amin, for Amin, and suddenly something like a flash of light burst into my mind, warmed my heart, expanded my soul, making me conscious of a great truth: this was love in his purest essence. I was in love with Amin.


And I understood that I had always been in love with him, from the moment I had begged him to come away from danger with me... even if then I was not conscious of it. Later, this love of mine had grown, had been fed, had matured, always in my unconsciousness, but finally now had exploded, had gushed out unrestrainable, and flowed free and fresh like a spring of crystal-clear water. And finally I was expressing it with all my being in a symphony of wonderful sensations and I felt it was welcomed and I was the most happy man in all of creation. I felt Amin cling to me, to my love, I felt him quiver under me, look for me, wanting me and I felt so strong and so weak, and he too was the same, in a whirlwind of passion and sweetness and he was winner and won at once, naked and defenceless between my arms, and yet he dominated me. His strong arms imprisoned me and protected me at the same time, while our bodies talked to each other in a more and more intimate dialogue, the new and unknown but always existing, immediately grasped and understood in his more intimate essence.


I was conscious of his erection and of mine, quivering and palpitating, searching each other, and again palpitating the one in answer to the other. Our lips brushed again, our mouth united in a long passionate kiss. Suddenly it was as if an earthquake or a really violent storm shook our bodies violently. We shuddered in unison, lightning flashed in our eyes, thunder resounded in our ears and thunderbolts sprang from our loins and all was consummated. We then lay completely emptied of any strength, of any energy, sated and happy.


Neither of us said anything, even if I felt my heart overflowing with a thousand emotions. Little by little our embrace loosened and again we lay supine, slightly panting. The tempest we had experienced was slowly calming. As I was emerging from my stupefied emotional state and I was finding again my self control, I noticed that Amin had slid into sleep. I was in a position to think about what had happened. At the beginning I felt an undescribable happiness, but then I began to inquire of myself if what I had brought about, even if without premeditation, notwithstanding the apparently full and ready answer of Amin, was indeed a good thing. Now that the calm had returned to our bodies and hearts, I started to worry. Perhaps Amin, waking up, thinking back on what we had done, would regret the event, would accuse me of having profited from him, betrayed his trust in me... Perhaps to have awakened in him that passion so violently intense would be charged against me as an offence... Perhaps he would become estranged from me...


I raised myself up, worried, and looked at him. His expression in his sleep was serene, but how would it be when he awoke? How much I would give to have been able to read his mind, his heart... I lay again, closed my eyes, and anxiously awaited his awakening, feeling my heart in my throat. In my mind there was a mess of thoughts, in part incoherent, a mix of worry and hope... but at last I concluded that, even if he killed me for what I had caused, or if he chased me away from him, what had happened between us was so beautiful that it was worth it to have experimented with it, lived it. I looked at his body and I realized that now it seemed to me not only beautiful, but also supremely desirable. 


Inside me, then, I whispered: "Perhaps now you do not need me any more, now you have Selim's protection. Now I am useless to you, I can die. I love you, Amin. My life is yours, belongs to you. You can do with me what you want. Yours is my body, yours my heart, my soul, my mind, my spirit, my life... everything. If you hate me for what I led you to do, I willingly will face any consequences..."


Thinking these things the peace and tranquillity had returned to my heart. I continued to await his awakening, laying down, my eyes closed, feeling serene. Suddenly I felt his hand brushing my cheek. I opened my eyes. He was bending over me, his dream filled eyes staring into mine.


"Nadim... Thank you. This is marvellous! Now nothing more divides us. What was missing was exactly that: the concrete expression of our love. What I could not manage to understand and yet felt the urge to tell you, was this: I love you, Nadim, and I need your love, I need to feel it. I want to be yours and I want you as my beloved and as my lover. I will never forget this place, this day, never. I know that you are mine, that you belong to me, I always knew. But now I know also that I am yours, that I belong to you. Only now have I discovered that. I love you, Nadim... and I want to make love again with you, here, now. And then, tonight, in our room. And everytime it is possible, forever. Because to love, to be loved, is a wonderful thing. Now we belong to each other for eternity. I know that now we are one. Thank you, Nadim..."


I was overwhelmed by emotion and happiness and looked at him and I felt lost in his sweet look and I was not able to say one single word.


Then Amin murmured: "How beautiful you are, my beloved. Would you allow me to caress your splendid body, to touch it with my lips, to awaken your desire so it can respond to mine? Would you allow me to enjoy again your pleasure, my sweetest love?"


Unable to speak, so tight was the lump that closed my throat, I simply nodded. Then I saw him leaning over me and soon I was again ablaze and started to answer back to his caresses and kisses with which he was covering my body. He kissed me, licked me, delicately nibbled at me, stopping to suck me in my most sensitive parts, exploring and discovering my body, until I was again so drunk with desire that, in an almost hoarse voice, I said him:


"I want you, Amin!"


"Oh yes, make me yours, I want to be yours. Take me, please!" he murmured, offering himself to me.


So I delicately prepared him and he joyfully cooperated. We both were a little awkward, because for both of us it was a completely new experience, but our reciprocal desire led to our instinctive need to unite, so that finally we succeeded in our common desire, and while he was welcoming me in him, we both shouted to the sky a cry of joy. We remained united for a long time in that sweetest and passionate embrace, until we both reached ecstasy. It was even more beautiful than the first time and this astounded me and filled me with joy.


Amin moved away from me, stood up, took me by my hand and led me into the water where we washed each other, continuing to exchange sweet kisses and light caresses. Then Amin, seizing me with both hands around my waist, looked straight into my eyes and said:


"Why did we need all that time to get reach this point? How much time, how many occasions have we lost! Is it possible that neither of us understood that we were missing this, exactly this, only this to be truly united, fully happy? Is it possible that we were both so blind? And yet, how many occasions we had, how many times we slept in the same bed, tightly embraced..."


"The important thing is that we have arrived at this discovery, that now we have understood, my precious loved one. Probably we needed all that time as to let our love to bloom pure, uncontaminated. I love you, Amin."


"It is beautiful to hear it said, you know? I too love you. Very much. It is true that this black clover of mine brings me luck. I am lucky to have you, to have your love. Now I feel really ready. For everything. With you."


I knelt in the water to kiss that lucky symbol.


He said with light voice: "Beware... if you do so you will wake again my desire..."


"Why not? I too am ready to start again..." I answered smiling and plunged again my face in the center of his beloved body. Amin moaned, pulled me to the shore and we abandoned ourselves to our passion with renewed ardour and even greater joy.


It was almost sunset when at last we reluctantly decided to go back to the palace. We had dinner with the others who had come back from the hunt, then, as soon as good manners allowed, with the excuse we had to rest for the following day's journey, we withdrew to our room where at last we could again draw close to each other.


Amin rested his cheek against my chest and, caressing me, said: "I hear your heartbeat... it is for me, is it not?"


"Of course, my love."


"What are you thinking now? Please, tell me. I want to know all the thoughts of my beloved."


"That your clover gave fortune to me too... You know that you are very beautiful, that way, naked?"


"Then when we are alone, I will be always naked in front of you. But you also have to promise me that you will wear nothing when we are in our room. I want to be able to feast my eyes on every part of your body, without restraint..."


"Just your eyes?" I asked him, smiling mischievously.


"Of course not. My fingers also, my lips... if you wish."


"I wish? Certainly I wish, and always will. I am yours, you know it. You can do with me anything you like, when you like, as you like. You know this."


"And you too. And all that is mine is yours, anything, everything. I am yours!"


"If I have you, I need nothing more."


We continued to talk all the night long, to exchange tender words, tenderly intertwined, making love, and time fled away in a beat, so that we were astounded to see the sky beginning to lighten. We did not feel at all tired, rather full of energy and joy of living.


We promptly got up and prepared for leaving. We felt that now really the future belonged to us completely. Now we had no more hesitation because we felt we had the essential: the love that was uniting us.


Helped by my Amin I directed the shipping operations and when the princes with their retinue had boarded, we weighed anchor and set sail. The sea was like a table covered in oil, barely rippled by the breeze pulling our ship that flew the Sultan's flag, scarcely even inflating the sails.


We were both leaning against the deck's parapet looking at the coast receding from us and we both searched with our eyes for "Selim's Kingdom". We did not speak and yet we were communicating as never before.



Love is a mysterious and powerful force that opens new and unsuspected horizons. Who knows true love, I think, can no more live without it. Love gives a sense, a smell, a taste, a sound to life... Without love, life is emptier than the desert.
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I was the happiest man on earth. I felt that only now could I say I was starting to truly live. I would have told Amin of these thoughts, but there were other people near us, so I simply turned to look at him and at the same moment he also turned toward me and our eyes said in one single glance all that was in our hearts. We both turned again to look at the open sea, lost in our sweet thoughts, and yet tightly united even if our bodies did not touch. Between two lovers always exists a close communication, even if nobody else notices it. I breathed deeply of that salty, scented air and I thanked Allah with all my heart for what he had given to me.


The fact of discovering our reciprocal love and finally being able to live it caused a big change in our lives and in each of us. I had always loved and respected Amin, I always had been devoted and faithful to him, I always had admired him, but now each of these sentiments had bloomed into something newer, deeper, stronger.


Above all, more involving. In some ways now I was feeling Amin as a part of me, or perhaps I felt that I was a part of him. Now I was seeing him with new eyes. I could easily, now, distinguish in him the smallest details, interpret them, understand them deeply. I could better understand not only what he was saying but even what he was not saying, what he simply was thinking. I was truly in consonance with him. And it was beautiful... It was splendid to be understood, accepted completely, loved.


Rationally Amin remained my Lord and Master, but now in a deeply different and more beautiful way. Emotionally there was no more a difference between he and I: we were one. My life had been deeply transformed by love. I felt different, better, more confident, stronger, complete.


Amin also had changed: now in his eyes a new light shone and his smile lightened his face more often. I could feel in him a new determination, a greater confidence. Towards me he had always been remarkable: from the very beginning he had dealt with me more as with a friend than as with a subject or a servant, but now I felt that I had become for him a precious being. He looked at me with dreamful eyes, almost as if seeing in me a supernatural, special being.


All those differences, in us and between us, could not pass unperceived to an acute mind like that of Prince Selim, who on the second day of the journey questioned us with a sly look on his face:


"That last day on the island - something special must have happened between you two: you are different..."


"Different, how?" Amin asked, smiling.


Selim looked at us, head cocked to one side, then said: "I do not really know... I see in your eyes the look that a proud father has when the longed-for heir is finally born... or perhaps that of a winner after a particularly difficult game... or that of a groom after the first night with his bride. You have changed, and very suddenly! Do not try to tell me that I am mistaken, that nothing is new!"


Amin smiled and looked at me, then said: "We have hidden nothing from you before, and we will hide nothing from you now. After so many years of closeness, of being together as brothers, after so many dangers faced together, after so many dreams cultivated together, we have discovered that we love each other. I know that some condemn a relationship between men, and that some accept it in special situations, such as for warrior companions if there are no women to use, but we are happy to have at last understood that we love each other and be able to demonstrate that to each other with our bodies."


Selim knit his brows, seemed to reflect for some moments, then gave a worried sigh. "To me too it was always said that love between men is wrong and I believed that to be true. But now... to see the result in you two, I would not be so sure! Both you, Amin, and you, Nadim, have become... luminous. The filthy things such as war make people become brutal - you instead are become more beautiful... so I must believe that your love is something beautiful, something at which men should marvel..."


"So, you do not judge us badly?" I asked, astounded and cheered by his reaction.


Prince Selim, serious, immediately answered: "No, how could I? The evidence prevents me from doing that! Rather, I hope one day to find such a love able to transform me... be it with a woman... or a man!"


"Prince Selim, we both wish that you can soon fulfil your hope."


"Thank you. But, tell me, before discovering this love of yours, did you have prior intercourse with men?"


"No, never with a man, my Prince, and for me, just once with a woman. Intercourse, not love. This, for both of us, is the time we discovered what love is and that it can be expressed physically. And it is marvellous beyond belief."


"I can see that! And in a sense, I envy you. Really."


"Is it so visible?"


"For I, who have begun to know you well, yes. But for others who look with more superficial eyes, I think it would not be so easy to see it. Mainly because you both are so manly. I am told that normally, at least one of the two is rather womanish, like, for instance, the slaves with whom my uncle take pleasure... Anyway... it would be wise not to show too openly the love that binds you."


"That will be difficult, because it permeates all our actions. To see my beloved and be delighted, to look at him and to desire him, to be close to him and rejoice is the same thing to me," I said.


Amin added:"Now my life is Nadim, all the rest has no more value..."


"You mean you have renounced your plan to re-take your throne?"


"No, Prince Selim, we do not renounce our throne, but if to protect our love we had to renounce to it, we would renounce it instantly, without hesitation." Amin answered.


I noticed the plural, so said: "The throne is yours..."


"No, it is ours, because you are me and I am you. It will certainly not be a throne that separates our union. I want the throne because you too want it, and when we conquer it back, it will be ours, not mine."


"But the subjects will find it strange to have two shaikhs, do you not think?" I asked.


Prince Selim retorted: "Subjects! They do not need to know. Nadim can be made your Grand Visir so he will be always at your side, and can speak in your name and with your authority. To all the others it is of no concern what exists between you. When we are in Istanbul I will talk to my father so that he will give you all the help you need. I am sure he will do it, he has never denied me anything. But my father, he does not need to know of the relationship which binds you two..." he suggested.


"Why are you so generous with us, Prince?"


"Ha, I do not know. Probably because you both have been very friendly to me, a Prince who is normally kept at a distance by all around him, and I have seen in you rectitude and honesty. Probably also because I like you two very much, and particularly you, Amin. You attracted me from the first moment I saw you!"


"But I belong to Nadim, Prince. I can not and will not go with anybody else." Amin said in a serious tone.


Selim shook his head and smiled: "No, do not worry, I have absolutely no intention of coming between you. It will certainly not be me who spoils such a beautiful thing as your relationship. I admire it too much. I never desired a man, until now. And anyway I am not blind: I know perfectly well that even if I tried, I would obtain nothing. You are made for each other, there is no space for anyone else between you two. But, satisfy my curiosity, Amin: did not you think of the need to have an heir to the throne, once you get it back?"


"No... not really... I did not think about it."


"And yet it is important. What means it to conquer a throne if after you are gone it ends in the hands of a stranger? You will have to have several wives if you want to earn respect, and to have several sons from amongst whom to choose your heir. Sons are the strength of the wise man..."


"I will never have sex with a woman, or with a man other than my Nadim!" Amin declared peremptorily.


His determination gave me pleasure, but I knew that Selim was right, and I said so to my beloved. He reacted strongly confirming again what he had said. 


Then Prince Selim said to him, half seriously and half humourously: "Do I have to teach you everything? My great-grandfather, it is told, had too many wives and he could not manage to satisfy all of them, but every time he chose one of them, he aroused dangerous jealousy in the others. Then he conceived a stratagem: since he received his women in the dark of his room, allegedly to hide a deformity he had, he looked for a slave having his body build and made him a "broadsword" - that is he had him gelded but in such a way that he could use his organ normally but could not fertilize, and had him hiding in his room. After having sated the woman he desired, he called another, then one more, but he made the slave take his place in bed! Since the women heard my great-grandfather's voice inviting them to enter, then farewell them when leaving for the harem, they never suspected anything, and of course my ancestor became known as a very virile and inexhaustible man. He ordered his wives and concubines not to talk during the intercourse. As for his slave, he told him that if he let leak out the secret, he would die slowly and in the most horrible torments, but if he carried out his duty well, he would make him a rich man. It seems that everything worked smoothly, in fact this story was known only by my grandfather directly from his father lips when he was a very old man, but at court there never was any gossip. You, Amin, could use a similar stratagem, with the difference that you do not geld your slave, and you have to recognize as yours the children he will make your women procreate. The only problem is just to find a slave physically like you and really trustworthy. What do you think of such a solution?"


Amin, amused, listened to the story but at the end said: "I do not know, we have to think about that. It was a really original solution for your great-grandfather. But if I do as you suggest, the throne will go to the hands of a stranger anyway, is it not so?"


"No, because at in all matters he will be your son. It is you who will rear him, prepare him to rule. A son is not just the product of seed, but above all what you have shaped, grown, educated. So the throne will really go to your son."


Amin nodded, still with his amused expression, then asked with a mischievous expression: "If we decide to do as you suggest, will you allow us to call the firstborn with your name?"


"If it pleases you, I would be glad, and when he is born I hope you will invite me to come to see him," Prince Selim answered.


He stood up and took his leave with an amused chuckle.






The voyage continued, slow but safe. We ran alongside the coast and our sailors were very good at exploiting the tiniest blow of whatever lazy wind there was in that period of the year. They were enchanted days. Whenever we could, we withdrew to our cabins, to exchange the feelings we with difficulty kept back when we were with others. Our mutual desire, as the days elapsed, instead of calming down seemed to strengthen, become more intense, and so it was a relief to be able to give ourselves to each other.


We were growing both in love and in knowing our bodies, and each time we discovered new ways to unite, new possibilities to give pleasure to the other. The memory of those days is very sweet, and not because what we are living now is less beautiful than then, notwithstanding our advanced age. But then we had the joy of discovery, the enthusiasm of youth, as today we have the wisdom of experience, the maturity of sentiment. Still today, each time Amin offers himself to me or I ask him to take me, I feel again the same emotion I felt in those happy far away days. And from then to now, thanks to Allah, happiness untroubled reigns in our hearts notwithstanding the usual adversities of life and the worries of ruling our kingdom.






At last we reached Istanbul, welcomed by salvoes from the port cannons, as soon as they recognized from afar the imperial standards floating above our ship. When we landed, Mansur was there with the Honour Guard waiting for us. Mansur invited us to be guests in his house, but Selim wanted us to be his guest in the Palace. We happily followed him. He assigned us some rooms and we were settling down and preparing for a good bath, when a servant came to take our measurements: Selim had decided to present us with some new clothing, fit for court life and to the rank he discovered us to be. That same evening the servants were back with our new clothes: they were really beautiful and precious, worthy of a prince of the blood more than of the dispossessed son of a provincial shaikh and of his future visir.


The day after Selim invited us for lunch in his quarters and said us that he had asked for an audience with his father to tell him about Amin and to ask his protection. At sunset he came to visit us in the guests quarters and said that the Sultan would be waiting for us the following day for a private audience. 


Amin asked him: "How did he seem after our story? Did you feel he was well inclined toward us?"


"Yes. He said he wants to meet you, to know you better. Apart from your love for each other, I told him everything about you in detail, just as you told me. He wants to meet the son of the slaughtered shaikh and the son of the donkey breeder who served him for so many years with such devotion and fidelity. I presume he will ask Amin what he needs. It will be opportune if only Amin speaks. At least in front of my father you have to maintain your official rank. Anyway I will be there near you, with my father."






The day after, four yanicheri came to escort us to the Sultan's presence. When we arrived in the room where he was waiting for us, Selim was at his side. We prostrated ourselves as the ceremonial required, but Selim came to us making us stand, and showed us two cushions placed in front of his father's divan. I sat a little further back than Amin, but he, to my surprise, addressing the sovereign, said:


"Forgive me, Sublime Majesty, but this man had been for years my faithful companion. I know that the etiquette demands he be sitting farther than me from your seat, but as he has shared with me dangers, cold, hunger, blows, misery and exile, I beg you that he be allowed to now share with me also honours, as I think it is right."


Selim seemed astounded and I was horrified! However, Amin seemed perfectly at ease.


The Sultan smiled, then simply said: "Granted. It is my will that your man may always be seated at your side, as a peer, and from now on he will have right to all honors that go with your rank. My son Selim has told me about you, Amin ibn Hassam. A really interesting story. I never took much interest in provincial problems, as long as there are no disorders and taxes are regularly collected and sent here. But now I cannot ignore the abuse of power of which you were victim. If you asked me to send my army to give you back your skaikhdom, I would need to consult my councillors. But according to what my son told me, you do not ask for that. Tell me, therefore, your requests: I am listening."


"Sublime Lord, my intentions are the following, if you would accord me your permission: to go back to my land in disguise, to meet my people, to see if they are faithful to me and if they will follow me in this enterprise to take back what my birth and my right grants to me. If this is so, I will need weapons, probably rifles, to allow my people to fight at my side. And if, as I hope, Allah and victory choose my side, I would have your benevolent authority so that my family can again reign on my ancestors land. Anything you decide, Sublime Door, I will remain your faithful subject."


"So, if I have understood you correctly, you are asking to leave my army while you explore the situation, then that I should give you the needed weapons to arm your people, and at the end if successful confirm you in your place?"


"Yes, my Lord."


"These seem to me quite reasonable requests. How many men do you think to arm?"


"I do not yet know, a hundred, a thousand, perhaps no one..."


"How much time you think you will need to find out?"


"If everything works smoothly, not more than one year, I think."


"Good. I will give you a mark. An identical one I will send to the commander of my fortress nearest to your land. When you feel ready, you will make yourself known to him using the mark as identification, and you can ask him for all the weapons you need. More, I will issue a Breve in which I invest you with all the territory you conquer. This Breve will became public when you judge it timely. But now... do you have any idea how you will disguise yourselves to move unobserved amongst your people?"


"Yes, Sublime Majesty. I discussed that point with Nadim: we will disguise as beggars."


"Are not you two too fleshy to be real beggars?"


"We will fast, not wash, we will wear rags..."


"And how do you think to be recognized after so many years by your people, when everybody thinks you dead?"


"Thanks to the black clover; everybody knows it is my mark."


The Sultan wanted to know what that was and Amin explained to him. Then he asked to see it. Amin opened his clothes and showed to the Sultan that peculiar and unmistakable sign.


"But if Mussa's men see that mark, your life would be in serious danger," Selim then noted.


"It is a risk we have to take. But I am not afraid: if it is the will of Allah that I have back what belongs to me, He will protect me. If not... I think that there is no more beautiful death than to die trying to make up for a wrong that has been done."


"Perhaps there is something else I can do to help you. You will have on you always another Breve, where I will declare my personal enemy whoever does ill to the man with the black clover. But you have to use it only if you are discovered and about to be killed. Do you swear?" the Sultan said.


"I solemnly swear in front of Allah and all here present: may I fall forever into the hell of the infidels if I commit perjury."


"If there comes a day you are guilty of perjury, before Allah's punishment, be sure, you will not be safe from my punishment! Remember: as much I can be generous, so much I can be ruthless."


Selim intervened: "There is no danger you could be disappointed in them, father. I know them enough."


"Good. Selim will take care of all the details, as he asked me if he can. May Allah assist and protect you. I hope to hear soon good news about your enterprise."


Dismissed, we prostrated ourselves then went out accompanied by Prince Selim. 


In the following days he carried out all that the Sultan had decided and when everything was ready, asked us: 
"Do you want to leave immediately?"


"Yes, immediately, Prince Selim, if you so please."


"I will be sorry to lose your company, but I understand. I asked my father to allow me to come with you but, as I guessed he would, for the first time he forbade me something. If you can, inform me how your matters are proceeding. You know that here, in me, you will always have a true friend. Good luck, therefore. I will keep your clothes and your belongings, awaiting the day I can send them all to you or, better, bring them all to you personally. I hope that day will be soon. Farewell, my friends."






The last night we slept in the Palace, we received a last, delicate present from Selim. He sent a group of musicians to the room alongside our bedroom, so that they could enhance with sweet music our moments of love. It was really beautiful. First we lit all the lamps. Then, as the background of sensual harmonies started, I approached my beloved and started removing from him all his precious clothes, one after the other, revealing at last his body to my gaze. His eyes were shining with desire and pleasure whilst he let me have my way.


I started to delicately lick his chest as I knew he liked and enjoyed feeling him quiver with growing intensity. Music added a special fascination to our love rites. His hands went up to free my body and while he was undressing me he caressed me with knowing gestures full of the sweetest love, so that soon I felt the approach of the storms of passion. When I too was naked, we embraced and kissed, and Amin, impatient, pushed me toward the bed.


His body, so beautiful, in these moments always seems to me a marvel, because I know that he is ready to give me the most intense pleasure one can experience in life.



We fell on the bed tightly embraced, our bodies impatient to give to the other the maximum joy. Music resounded in our hearts, overwhelming that of the musicians in the nearby room. Our mouths approached with sweet hunger the other's manhood, now fully turgid, tracing a path of ardent kisses, until we united in a perfect circle of love, forgetful of everyone and everything.
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Dressed in the uniform of the Guards, we left Istanbul and travelled on two fast horses until we reached Haql garrison. Here, we showed one of the Breves the Sultan gave to us, left our horses and weapons in their custody and asked them to obtain beggars' rags for us. Thereafter, accompanied by two mounted soldiers we were left not far from the gates of Duba, from where we started our wandering on foot. We had decided to live as beggars from the very beginning, so we started asking for alms.


The first days were exceptionally hard: to sleep on the bare ground, in the open, to eat bad food and not much of it, sometimes to be chased away and ill treated was not exactly pleasant! But never Amin complained - on the contrary he showed his happiest smile. Slowly, on foot we advanced through Mussa's territory. Within a few days our appearance had changed: we were dirty, we had lost weight, and our neglected beards and hair made of us two genuine faqir.


Along our way we also noticed how many of Mussa's soldiers there were in each city, town and village, what defences, the location of the weak points and mentally we took notes. Amin, during our slow roaming, also carefully observed the people.


One day he said to me: "Have you noticed that the most generous are also the poorest? The rich people, when we are lucky to get anything at all, give us only the alms prescribed by the Al Qur'an, and often with a complete lack of grace!"


"But there are some exceptions."


"Very few. Why is it that rich people, who could give much more, cling so firmly to their wealth?"


"Probably it is because they are so greedy with their money that they are so rich, do you not think?"


"It could be. But my father was generous and I too will be, especially with beggars."


"Generosity is a gift from Allah and you received many gifts from the Powerful."


"You, for instance," answered Amin with a smile.


He often said such exquisite words about me, and each time it was like a balm making my life pleasurable and precious.






Slowly we approached the territory that had belonged to Amin's father. Here also we wandered asking for alms, as we had done for the last three months. A miserable way of life... Eventually, Amin decided it was time to begin finding to what extent his people had remained faithful. 


So, one day, in a small village half way into the mountains, pretending to be foreigners, Amin said to a man that gave us something to eat: "May Allah bless you. And bless this village."


"Yes, we really need it," he answered sadly.


"Why? This seems to be a happy place..."


"It was. It is no more, not since Mussa ibn Saleh came to rule us."


"But... is not Hassem your Shaikh?"


"Yes, as a puppet in his grandfather's hands. If Hassam was alive, or at least his son Amin..."


"What happened to them?"


"Hassam was murdered by Mussa, and Amin... nobody knows. Some say he too was killed, others say he escaped and one day will come back... Only Allah knows the truth."


"But if he was alive, what could he alone do?"


"He would not be alone! Many would follow him. But many years have gone by, and if he does not soon show himself..."


"But who can say this Amin will be better than Hassem?"


"He could not be worse! Hassem takes everything from us. Amin could surely not take more!"


"But... even if Amin returned, after so many years, how could he make himself recognized?"


"He would know how, I am certain. But these are just hopes, fantasies."


"What if an impostor came, perhaps even someone sent by Mussa to discover who is really faithful to him?"


"Mussa knows very well that here very few people are loyal to him. He does not need to send spies. But he does not fear, because he has many soldiers and us fallahin do not have any weapons. This is just useless talk, but it passes the time, and it is something of ours that Mussa does not want," he said with a wry grin.


"Do many in your village feel the same as you?"


"Not just in this village..."


"But are you organized in some way?"


"Why do you ask so many questions, stranger?"


"Because I... I met Amin," I answered immediately.


The man knitted his brow and looked at me carefully: "You, beggar, you have met Amin? Where?"


"Yes, and he sent us to explore. He is preparing for his return."


"I pray to Allah that you are telling the truth! But... what evidence do you have to show that Amin is still alive and that he is really coming back?"


"For the moment I have no proof to show you. We are here on his behalf exploring for answers. He wants to be sure that his people have not forgotten him, and that they will support him."


"His people would like to be sure they are not forgotten, stranger."


"He needs proof of your loyalty, before moving. Then he will show himself to you and lead you in battle."


"He wants proof, we want proof..." the man mumbled, shaking his head.


Then Amin said: "You have to organize, organize all the people who want Amin as their rightful Shaikh."


"Easily said! But the people will not move without something concrete. We are all prepared to risk our lives, but only for something concrete, not just for a faint hope."


"Can you assemble all the men you are sure will be faithful to Amin?"


"Yes. But what for?"


"I will show you the proof that Amin did not forget you, through all these long years."


"Strange beggars, you two... All right, I will gather the men of the village. But I warn you, if the proof is not more than convincing, nobody will ever find any trace of you two. It is not good to play with the hopes of honest people."


"Only trustworthy men: nobody who could possibly betray us. If Mussa hears that Amin is coming, the Prince's life would be in serious danger, do you understand?"


"Do not worry. I know my people very well. But now you must come with me, if you want me to gather the village men."


"Where are you taking us?"


"I will lock you in a safe place."


"And who is to say that you will not call Mussa's men? What security can you give us?"


"I will lock my firstborn son, Abdul, in the room with you. And I will give you a dagger. If Mussa's men come, you will slit his throat. Is that sufficient guarantee of my intentions?"


"It is more than sufficient. We are in your hands."


The man led us to his home. He locked us in a windowless room with his son Abdul, a sixteen year old boy, gave me the dagger, then bolted the door from the outside.


I tried to talk to Abdul, but he looked at us in silence and did not answer to our questions. After night had fallen, the villager returned to the house, unlocked the door and entered the room:


"The men are waiting for you. Come."


We went out into the dark of the night and went uphill following a small path, keeping Abdul between us. The man knew the way very well and, using only the light of the moon, led us to a small plateau partly hidden between the rocks. There several men wrapped in their cloaks, dark and still shadows in the half darkness, were waiting in silence.


"Here are the two beggars," our companion said simply.


One of them said: "What do you have to tell us? Speak!"


Amin replied: "Light a fire. I want us to be able to look each other's faces while speaking."


The men murmured among themselves, then some shadowy figures moved about, and after a short while a fire burned in front of us.


Amin said: "Draw nearer and show your faces: then I will speak."


For a while no-one moved. Then one man moved closer, then another and another; they uncovered their faces and scrutinized us carefully.


When everybody was close, Amin started to talk:


"You want proof that Amin did not forget you, that he wants to return and lead you to take back what is his own. But if he comes, what proof would you ask of him? How could he show you he is not an impostor?"


"If we ask for proof, any skilled impostor could forge it. It is up to him to give us convincing proof."


"All right. He will give you the convincing proof. But to move, a dozen men like you, while worthy, are simply not enough. Mussa's men are many and well armed, but above all are skilled in using their weapons. If there is a fight, many of you will die."


"Other villages will rise up. The important thing is that Amin will be our guide. And we too, shepherds, breeders and farmers can use sticks, scythes and daggers. And we are far more numerous than Mussa's men. Many of us will die, but be sure that many of them will die too."


"A professional soldier would soon get the better of all of you. With a good weapon, I alone would suffice to take care of you all."


"You? Who do you think you are, boy?"


"Give me a staff, and then try to take it from me, if you can. I will show you what I am able to do."


"Give him a stick and let us see. But beware, young man, you risk a good trashing!"


One of the men intervened: "This is not the problem, stop it! The problem now is just to find out whether or not it is true that Amin wants to return. And if he is the true Amin and not an impostor. What do you have to say, you two, on this point?"


Then Amin said: "When Amin was born, there was an omen. He had on his body a peculiar mark..."


An elder man said: "Yes, the black clover, three moles on his groin. But this, everyone knows, at least those old enough to remember the time of Amin's birth..."


"You think they could be forged?"


"Not enough to withstand a close inspection," the old man said.


"So, if a man arrived and showed you the black clover, would you accept him as Amin?"


Then another man stood up and said: "Another man with three such moles could exist. But I have a way to discover if he is the real Amin."


"What way is that?"


"Before I say, I want to see with my own eyes this man with the black clover."


Amin looked at me and I imperceptibly nodded.


"I am Amin," he said simply and started to untie the worn breeches that barely covered him.


As soon as he had uncovered his groin, exposing it to the light of the fire, everyone approached to look. They murmured in low voices, pointing to the mark, spoke in whispers, looked again.


At last Amin covered himself again and said: "So, what more do you want to know, to believe I am who I say I am?"


The man that spoke before, approached Amin, looked straight in his eyes and asked pointblank: "The real Amin, when a child in the harem, had a preferred pastime. Tell me what was it."


I looked at him asking myself what that man was talking about: Amin never told me of such a thing. But my lord broke into a wide smile:


"That is easy. My mother had a slave whose name was Lahal. She let me play with her long hair and I loved to plait her braids. This was my preferred pastime."


The man prostrated in front of Amin and said: "My Lord! Lahal fled that night. I found her and now she is my wife. How many times she told me about you!" Then he stood up and turned towards the other men: "There is no possible doubt that this is our lord Amin. Anyway Lahal can confirm it."


Then everybody prostrated in front of Amin who said: "Stand up: you are my first companions. From here my conquest will start. If I regain my throne, I cannot promise you wealth or special honors, but one thing I swear to you: I will be a fair sovereign."






We spoke with the men for a long while and started to organize. Each man was to go to other villages wherever they had relatives or friends to organize other groups of men loyal to Amin. Amin promised that, when there were enough men ready to follow him, he would give them the best weapons.


We were still talking when Lahal's man came back with his wife. As soon as she saw Amin, she prostrated in front of him crying with emotion. Amin lifted her and caressed her hand. They spoke, while the men went back to the village. The mullah, who was one of them, offered us hospitality, but Amin refused:


"Until the day I sit on my throne, I will sleep on the bare ground and in the open. But I will be back amongst you, this is my promise. For the moment, accept just my thanks, my friends."






We spent the night in the mountains, and the following day we resumed our journey.






FAA


One after the other, we visited many villages and in most we were welcomed and got a ready answer. But one day we received terrible news: somebody had betrayed us and one of the villages had been put to steel and fire by Mussa's men. And now they were searching for Amin and I! The village survivors asked if they could join us, so we constituted the first band: we were just a tenth, badly armed, but slowly others joined us as, crossing the mountains, we were heading towards the Turk garrison. After little more than a month we reached our destination. Leaving the men in the mountains, we two came to the gate asking to be received by the commander.


At first we were ill treated, but when Amin showed the Sultan's Breve, the soldiers attitude radically changed and we were taken into the garrison immediately. Shortly the commander received us and when Amin showed the mark he asked us to forgive him. He said that he had received orders to give us all the weapons we wanted and declared himself at our service.


Amin sent a letter to the Sultan asking him, apart from more arms and ammunition, to be allowed to have some skilled veterans to organize our men and to teach them how to use the weapons. Meanwhile the commander had authorized our men to come down from the mountains and to camp around the fort. The courier arrived back with the authorization from the Sultan, and the news that more weapons and ammunition were on the way. By the time carbines, gun powder and bullets, scimitars and bows arrived, our men were almost fair soldiers.


We obtained some horses and donkeys, and left in a caravan. We had as our destination one of the villages loyal to us that, due to its position, was the easiest to defend and that we decided to transform in our general quarters.


To reach it we had to make a wide detour to avoid Mussa's territory. As soon as we arrived, we started to fortify the village. Other men trickled in from the nearby villages carrying food and rough but useful weapons, and tools and animals. To them too we distributed the weapons brought by the fort.


When we felt strong enough, we commenced raids towards the plain, attacking Mussa's garrisons. In the beginning we had luck, because they were not prepared for attacks from an organized band. But soon we started to find a more resistance. But our forces were growing day by day and we continually obtained more weapons from the Turkish fort.


Little by little, seeing their behaviour in battle, we started to give responsibilities to some of our men so our band started to take on the aspect of an army. A small one but very well organized, more and more numerous, disciplined and well armed. The real problem was the men's training, it was proceeding too slowly. To forge fallahin into soldiers was not something that could be achieved in a few weeks.


To avoid useless massacres, Amin had sent orders to villages not to move, not to declare their loyalty until we arrived with our soldiers.


It was a very intense period, that forced us into frequent moves so that very seldom we had quiet moments for ourselves. On rare occasions we were alone long enough to abandon ourselves in each other's arms.


Amin was growing rapidly, and was becoming more and more self confident and determined, but when we were alone and intimate he was always my sweet lover, passionate and tender.






The Ramadan of the year 1131 of the Ajirah was approaching, when we heard rumors of a great movement of Mussa's army toward our territory. We immediately organized our defences to prevent our enemy from entering too deeply into territory under our control. Studying the situation, and listening to the inhabitants of the place, we thought that the best thing to do was to hide in the slopes of the mountains surrounding the valley, allow the enemy to advance into the valley then attack from the sides closing off their retreat. We were not yet more than them, but we had the advantage of knowing well the terrain, and we had many carbines.


Amin commanded the left slope, and I the right. I saw our enemy penetrate into the valley. It seemed they had smelled our ambush. They proceeded very slowly, exploring the sides, but not far enough up the sides to see us. I awaited Amin's signal ordering the attack.


At last I saw it. I unsheathed my scimitar, the men loaded the carbines and at my signal we ran down the side of the valley, shouting all together as loud as we could. Soon we surrounded them and a furious scuffle started. For a while the result of the battle seemed uncertain, but then slowly turned in our favour.


Suddenly I realized that the enemy was concentrating on the point where Amin was. So, with my mounted men, I went round the outside of the scuffle to give him support. We were arriving at the critical point when I saw an enemy squad coming against us. I turned my horse and called my men. We were pushing them back when my horse, running at full gallop, stumbled on an obstacle I did not see and I flew out of the saddle and slammed against a small tree.


I knocked my head and lost consciousness.







When I came around, I was tightly tied and they were transporting me on a horse: I had fallen into enemy hands like a total beginner! Pretending to be still unconscious I listened to their conversation and understood they were taking me to Mussa's Palace as a prisoner. I thought that my destiny was written, but if my sacrifice saved Amin, I did not care if I died. Allah would welcome me in his Paradise, and that was enough for me.
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QAAF

When we finally arrived at Mussa's palace in his capital, I was locked up in the underground cells, chained to a wall. The following day they came to question me, but I did not answer. No matter what they asked me, I remained silent. From me they would learn nothing. I just prayed to Allah that Amin was safe. My life did not have any importance to me.


Then they started to whip me, to torture me, left me without food and water hoping that way to weaken my will power.


They wanted to know if it was true Amin had come back, what strength he could dispose, who were his allies, who had procured the weapons for him, and above all the carbines. They bombarded me with insistent, continuous questions, alternated with long periods of suffering. But my mouth remained obstinately closed.


The sunlight did not reach my cell, so soon I lost count of the passing days. But I was not worried: by their questions it was evident that Amin was still alive and that they could not catch him. Only that was important to me, and made me happy. Even Mussa himself came to question me. He promised me wealth and honours hoping to push me to betray Amin. My captors also tried to find out who I was, they had guessed I was of some importance, but they did not know who I could be. And I continued to keep my stubborn silence.


My body was weakening, my legs were having trouble holding me up, hunger tortured and thirst tormented me. But my spirit was stronger than ever. Like the blade that from fire suddenly passes into the cooling water, so my will seemed to become tempered by my suffering.


The only thing I was missing was that I could not hear news about Amin: what was he doing? How was the war against the usurper evolving?






What I write now, I did not find out until later.






When Amin succeeded in chasing away Mussa's decimated army, he heard about my capture. This saddened him far more than defeat would have done.


Amin summoned the various villages headmen and the chiefs of his countrymen and the leaders of the mountain men and told them that he intended to completely reverse his war tactics.


Holding a map, he said: "Enough with skirmish and raids. Our goal is not just to weaken my step brother, but rather to eliminate Mussa. He does not think he will be attacked in the heart of his territory. If we eliminate him, Hassem will fall like a ripe fruit at the slightest tree shake. We have to strike Mussa in his capital, in his palace. The time has come to assemble all the men we can rely on, arm them and act. We will go around the mountains from this side and we will go down through this valley. We will destroy all the villages we pass, we will kill everybody we will meet, so nobody can alert our enemy. We will surround the capital so that even a mouse cannot enter or leave it, and we will assail and attack it until not a stone will stand upon another. We will erase Mussa's and his family's memory from the face of the earth."


The discussion was short: everybody supported this new strategy Amin had conceived to rescue me or to revenge me. They started to study the plan in its finest details, while the general mobilization went into force.


Now, being able to look back and judge fairly, I think that my capture and imprisonment was to Amin a sign from Allah: it was this that changed Amin's plans. Had events taken a different course we would have worn ourselves out in a long guerrilla war.


Amin's men organized the recruiting to an enthusiastic reception from the residents of the usurped villages, leaving only the old people unfit for war, women and children. While this was underway, Amin with a platoon went back to the Turkish fort to obtain more weapons.


But at that time he had a new idea: he ordered clothes in the Turk fashion, camels, donkeys, merchant dresses in the Damascene fashion. He divided his men into three well-armed columns; one disguised as Turkish pilgrims to Hajj, another disguised as Damascene merchants. These two were to penetrate Mussa's territory from the North and the South, with the youngest ones disguised as women so they did not catch the enemy's attention. Amin with the third column would come down the mountains from the East.


In twenty six days everything was ready.


I was completely unaware of all this, and could not even guess that Mussa's capital would be assaulted: this was not in our immediate plans, only if, after the reconquest of the territory belonging to Amin, Mussa did not surrender to the inevitable.


For this reason I was ready to die. I just did not know if my death would have come from hunger, or from the tortures or if a compassionate hand would shorten my slow agony. Sometimes I felt the temptation to ask my captors to finish me, but I did not give in. I had decided that from my mouth no sound would escape, so I kept silent. Also I thought that, if I asked for death, they might believe I was near to surrender.


At times one of the guardians, when we were alone, talked to me. By his words I understood that he had great admiration for my behaviour and a great pity for me. This was of some comfort to me, even if I did not speak a single word to him. He tried to relieve my conditions of imprisonment and at times he succeeded in making me sip some water without his colleagues being aware. The man was merciful and soon I realized I was waiting his shift with anxiety. To me, in my increasingly desperate conditions, that human presence, unique among so many others notable for their indifference or cruelty, was even more precious than the few sips of water that by occasionally he could make me drink. Certainly it was his compassion that kept me alive and allowed me to resist for so long a time.


Sometimes, even in the most desperate of situations, a ray of light rises in the least expected way. Allah does not abandon anyone who is faithful to him, my master, the good Imam Abbas, had said.


I recalled the holy man slaughtered by Mussa's men in that horrible night, and in my heart I spoke to him:


"Prepare a place near you for me, master. Soon I will arrive. I promise I will no more bother you."


I was praying with those words when I saw what appeared to be a great light flooding the underground cell and the image of the Imam Abbas materialized in front of me. I saw him looking at me with his good natured smile, then he shook his head several times making his fluent white beard wave, and then it seemed that I heard his voice saying to me:


"No, it is not yet your time, Nadim. You will grow old at the side of your Lord, in the shadow of his love..."


Then both the Imam and the light vanished and I was again in half darkness, broken only by the faint lantern of my guardian, who slept seated and leaning against the wall in front of me. I was left to wonder if I had had a vision, or a dream, or if everything was just the fruit of my imagination, of my weakened mind.


What I did not know was that the merchants caravan was already in the town, having passed through the controls at the city gate without difficulty. They had entered with no weapons but with lots of merchandise. A small group was hiding outside the walls with all the weapons they would bring in at night, to whom the fake merchants would lower baskets.


The fake merchants went to the Bazaar and to the Masjid square, and had begun to sell their goods, behaving just as a real merchant would.


The second day the merchants were in town, the caravan of pilgrims from the north arrived. They were escorted by armed men, and of course the escort remained outside the walls, even if that contravened the traditional rules of hospitality towards pilgrims. But Mussa had used a similar stratagem and now was diffident about allowing anyone else the same privilege. The armed men, therefore, remained outside the city, but the men and the "women", after a check, were allowed to enter so that they could rest and buy what they needed.


Everything had been planned in the smallest detail. When the pilgrims were in town, at sunset, when the gates had been shut for a short time, the alarm was given: two of the pilgrims had the plague. That, as expected, put the entire city in turmoil. The citizens, panic-stricken, insisted that the pilgrims be expelled from the city, so one of the gates had to be re-opened.


In the meanwhile Amin with his men had come down from the mountains, killing everybody he met along the road, and by evening he was in sight of the capital.


The panic created by the news of the plague caused the larger part of the guards on the walls to be called to the gates to face the maddened throng. This allowed the fake merchants to lower their baskets over a part of the walls that had now no watchers, and easily bring in the weapons.


Then, armed with rifles and scimitars, they attacked from inside a small postern gate, surprising and killing the guards. They opened the postern and the escorts of the fake pilgrims entered with more weapons. In minutes a large group of well armed men were in the city. They attacked one gate after another, killing the guards and opening it. The citizens, initially, did not understand what was happening. They thought that our soldiers were armed citizens wanting the pilgrims to be banished, so they helped our men.


But through the opened gates entered all our men and in a short while the entire city was in our hands. Then they all converged on Mussa's palace...


Mussa initially thought it was a popular uprising due to the plague and had simply barred himself in his palace. But soon he understood that it had to be something very different: armed men were scaling the gardens' walls.






I, in my underground cell, was completely unaware of what was happening. Under there I could not hear the faintest echo of these events. In spite of the help of the good warden, I was at the end of my tether, and often I lost my senses. I did not hear the soldiers calling my warden and only later I realized that I was now alone, in complete darkness.


That change made me think. They had never left me alone all during my time in prison. Did it mean that they had decided to abandon me, to let me die of starvation? I thought that probable. Strangely enough, I did not feel fear, anguish, any emotion whatsoever. I had in me a kind of absolute calm. The only thing I regretted was not to be able to see again my beloved Amin. I could not imagine how near he was!


The assault on the Palace continued, meanwhile, a few dozen feet over my cell. Amin's men, armed with modern Turk carbines, were harvesting huge numbers of victims from the Palace defendants, armed with just a few old rifles, scimitars and bows. Before dawn a great part of the Palace was already conquered. Mussa, with a few loyal people, resisted in the higher part of the old fortress.


Amin meanwhile questioned all the prisoners to find out where I was. But they could not find me in the prisons, as I had been kept in a separate cell, in another part of the palace. Amin was sure I was inside the fortress and was uncertain: his men had suggested that he burn the powerful building, so that Mussa would have to come out or perish in the fire. But Amin, fearing I could be also there, in chains, and that I too could die in the flames, could not make up his mind.


He was trying to reach a decision when one of the prisoners, perhaps my merciful warden, asked to be brought into Amin's presence. When Amin met him, he said that he could lead him to my prison. Amin decided to follow him, notwithstanding all the advice of the others who feared it could be a last desperate ambush. Followed by some of his men he went down the narrow galleries under the New Palace and arrived at my cell. When he entered I was drifting in and out of reality, lethargic, so weak in body and spirit that I no longer really cared what came next, and of course with no realization of the events that were transpiring around me. When the door crashed open I vaguely considered that they had not left me to die of starvation, but had come back to finish me off. I saw an indistinct light but could not focus on any of the images coming towards me. Then I heard a sound, and instantly recognized Amin's voice:


"Nadim! Praise be to Allah! Free him!"


I asked myself if it was another vision. While careful hands held me, others were busy trying to break my chains. Amin held me by my waist in a kind of embrace and talked to me in a loving, subdued voice:


"My friend... we arrived in time. Victory is in our hands. But I want you to enjoy it personally..."


At last they freed me and carried me out. The early morning daylight hurt my eyes and I had to shut them. They laid me down on a divan in the Palace.


Amin summoned his army leaders and gave orders to maintain the siege of the old fortress, but to do nothing else. Nobody was to enter or leave there until he went personally to direct the operations.


They brought water and wet my skin, made me drink a little.


I was trying to talk but did not have the energy. Only my eyes could express something to my beloved Amin, who remained near me, attentive, waiting until I could recover somewhat.


I think I lost consciousness several times. But at last I succeeded in opening my eyes, looked into Amin's anxious face, and said in a whisper:


"I am alive... I will recover rapidly now that you are with me."


"Yes, my loved one! You are alive, thanks be to Allah. When you are able to move, we will go and start the final assault on the traitor. Only the old fortress has yet to capitulate. The city and the palace are entirely in our hands. Mussa is finished. But I want you in person to order the final attack."


I think two days elapsed. Then, with Amin's help, supported by him, I went out of the palace and took a seat in front of the massive fortress walls. All around the fortress, especially against the great iron-reinforced wooden gate, they had piled all the wood they had found in the city, everything from furniture and ceiling beams, to window and door frames they had taken from city houses.


"They are waiting your signal to light the fire, Nadim." Amin said.


So I gave the signal.


In a short while the immense pyre was ablaze. The stone walls of course were not attacked by fire, but cracked and fissured from the intense heat. The gate and the internal wooden structures quickly ignited and burned with high smoke spirals. From inside came no sign of life. Even from the battlements archers and soldiers had withdrawn and behind the windows not a soul could be seen moving.


Tall smoke trails lapped and darkened the walls of the old fortress and the heat was terrible.


When, after two days of intense fire, the flames finally diminished and died, we had to wait one more day before the embers could be approached. Then with a big beam, after a few strokes, what remained of the great portal was knocked down. The portcullis that had been closed behind the gates rapidly gave way, because the cracked stones easily flaked off under the powerful strokes of the battering ram and of our pick-axes.


The way was now open and our soldiers entered the fortress. All the enemies had barricaded themselves into the tower rising from the uppermost part of the fortress. Amin gave orders to wall up the entrances and to watch night and day so that no-one could escape by lowering themselves down the walls.


Meanwhile our men were counted: happily our losses had been very few. Amin immediately organized the administration of the conquered capital. Among the prisoners there were some members of Mussa's family. Amin gave orders to put them in the prison cells, so that he would have time to weigh up everyone responsibilities and to decide their destiny. He sent proclamations to all the cities and surrounding territories announcing his victory and inviting anyone who had suffered wrong from members of the defeated reigning family to appear and to stand in witness against them. For this purpose, Amin set up a great jury composed half of his best men and half of the mullahs and prominent citizens of the conquered territory.


Soon the trial started, in front of the people assembled in the courtyard of the principal masjid. Amin had decided that Mussa's family members and officials judged innocent, or not accused of any misdeed and crime, would be free to go where they pleased, and the others punished according the gravity of their abuse of power.


Meanwhile, thanks to Amin's assiduous care and of the best local doctors treatments, I was slowly recovering. Amin, notwithstanding he was busy night and day to reorganize the conquered territory, never left me without his attention and his affection.






Two months later I was at last in good condition. Then Amin handed over government of the ex-capital to one of his men, aided by a council of local prominent citizens that swore loyalty to him. Then we started a series of short raids to conquer the last strongholds still in the hands of Mussa's men. Some capitulated as soon as we appeared in front of the walls, others only after sieges and hard battles. But in a few months all the territory of Mussa was subdued and quiet in our hands.


The Shaikhs of the neighbouring territories did not move. Mussa had no real friends among his neighbours, and Amin had sent messages assuring them that not a span of their territories would be touched.


Amin showed clemency with those who swore loyalty to him, or that asked him for permission to leave, but was ruthless with all who had vexed the population. He issued edicts repealing several of Mussa's unfair laws, and halved the taxes on the population. In a short while the tribes of the territories that had belonged to Mussa acclaimed Amin as their Shaikh.


So we could finally start to organize the reconquest of the territory of Amin family.


At the fortress tower, meanwhile, nothing was happening. One day we were informed that two of Mussa's men had fallen headlong from the tower's battlements. We could not know if they were thrown down and killed, if they were suicides or if it was an accident.



All the men still enclosed in the tower were probably dead, but Amin gave orders that the tower would be opened only after he had completed the reconquest of his territories.









	ROLL 14 - KAAF - LAAM

	


		

KAAF

The news of our defeat of Mussa had reached the territory ruled by Hassem, the step-brother of Amin. As soon as we moved against them, several garrisons rebelled against their chiefs, all men of the usurper Mussa, and sent us messengers declaring their complete submission. Often they also thanked Amin for coming back to take possession of his land. Cities and towns warmly welcomed us. More than a conquering expedition, our coming seemed like a triumphal entry.


Almost ten years had elapsed since Amin had fled, and the majority of the population still remembered his father with affection and had remained loyal to his memory, notwithstanding Mussa's oppression, more in spite of it.


Hassem had shut himself up in the capital, from where the larger part of the population had fled to join us at the news of our coming. But the citizens of the capital asked Amin to spare the city. So we decided to besiege it, hoping Hassem would capitulate.


By this time our army was powerful, well armed and disciplined, and had been reinforced by soldiers of the garrisons that had embraced Amin's cause. Every access road to the city was completely barred. During our siege, several local chieftains came to pay homage to Amin and to declare their loyal subjection. Now, effectively, all the territory apart from the capital and a few garrisons was again in Amin's hands.


He began building a Palace outside of the walls, that he called "The Await House". But, faithful to his vow, he still slept on the bare ground in one of the gardens of the new palace and used its rooms only to give audience and to administer his territories and Mussa's territories.


Not much time did pass before a trickle of people began to flee the blockade. Whoever tried to come out was immediately arrested and judged. If there were no charges against him, he was freed.


By now, the city had been blockaded for about two months. They were not lacking in water, thanks to the springs and the cistern that were inside the walls, but from those who had escaped the city most recently we knew that the food stocks were almost to an end. More days passed, then the gates opened and the people came out in a multitude. The few soldiers still loyal to Hassem had retreated to the Palace for a last desperate resistance, but many had deserted.


Then Amin sent a negotiator to propose an unconditional surrender. In exchange all the men's lives would be safe. They would be put on trial as had been Mussa's men. Amin promised life even to Hassem, if they surrendered within two days. Otherwise, he let them know, nobody would leave the Palace alive...


Hassem was a coward: by the end of the first day he sent a messenger to try to agree on a surrender that guaranteed his freedom. Amin sent back his answer: either his conditions were accepted, in which case Hassem would be judged like all the others, or he would die. He would not accept any compromise. The only concession granted to Hassem was that their father's death would not be charged against him, even though he was sixteen (and therefore an adult) at the time. That death had been paid for by Mussa with his own death, and would be paid by the deaths of the other traitors.


At the end of the second day, the Palace gates opened and first the soldiers, then the officials and last Hassem's family ebbed out. Everybody was disarmed, carefully searched so that they did not take anything away from the Palace, then they were put in different prisons to await their trials. For the trial of traitors, Amin sent ambassadors to the Shaikhs of the bordering territories requesting that they send him their wisest ulama. Almost all answered positively. Amin wanted the trial to be carried out publicly and judges who were not involved personally.


When the verdicts were issued, often Amin alleviated the sentences and only those who had been materially involved in the slaughter of his father and family and the Imam were sentenced to death. The other traitors were sold as slaves. Hassem was exiled and his women and children sent back to their family origins. All the exiles and those sold as slaves were told that, if they tried to enter again in the territories ruled by Amin, they would be automatically sentenced to death.


Amin received much praise for his management of all the issues involved. Once the trials were over, we started to reorganize the territory. Amin asked that the Breve of the Sultan proclaiming him Shaikh of all the conquered or recaptured territories be made public knowledge. Now the land was more than double what it was at Amin's father death. And then he officially appointed me Great Visir.


We had captured all of Mussa's and Hassem's treasuries: two conspicuous fortunes, owed to the heavy taxation both of them had imposed on their people. Amin had greatly lessened the tax burden, in some cases even halved them, to the great joy of the population. Using the two treasures, we decided to rebuild completely his Palace and to erect in the Great Masjid a mausoleum for Abbas Imam.


Once the news of Amin's complete victory reached Istanbul, a messenger arrived from the Sultan with his felicitations, a rich gift and the news that Selim was on road to visit us. He arrived shortly thereafter with a rich retinue and our meeting was really joyful. Selim, once he heard Amin's intention to completely rebuild the palace, decided he would summon from Istanbul the Court architect, at his expense, as his personal gift. So the demolition of the old palace began and also part of the walls towards the East, to double the surface. Meanwhile we used our fancifully named "Await House" as a provisional royal palace.






Our love relationship progressed and was becoming, day by day, more beautiful. Sometimes it seemed impossible to me that a bond that every day seemed to have reached the summit of perfection, could yet evolve and strengthen. And yet it happened. As even Selim had noticed, a slow transformation was taking place in us, so that we resembled each other more and more, not only in our attitudes, gestures or the way we speak, but even physically.






While the workers were completely demolishing the old palace and were starting the construction of the new one, and we lived in the Await House immediately outside the city walls, all around our palace started to rise new houses, then an embryo of a bazaar, so that the area soon became an elegant appendix of the town. Amin decided to build there a new beautiful masjid to thank Allah for his victory, and this project also was given to the Sultan's architect. We also decided to build a new wall to protect this new borough of the capital.


The building of the new Palace was continuing, so that all the town was a building site. Merchants caravans lengthened their route to come to the new bazaar and the town was flourishing and the population happy.


Amin decided it was time to go back to the city that had been Mussa's capital and to open the walled tower. Of course they were all dead. It was evident that many had committed suicide, that others had been killed, probably by friends moved to pity or because they wanted to surrender, or for what else reason we could not know. We found Mussa's corpse: he was hanging from a beam in his bed room.


Amin had the remains of these men gathered and put in the common grave of the poor. Then he gave the order to demolish completely Mussa's fortress, so that no trace could be seen, and in its place planted a small forest. Then we went back to our capital.






One day Amin said to me: "Everything proceeds well, everybody is happy: it seems quite impossible, Nadim. I am almost afraid of this happiness! How long will it last? The fairy tales exists only in books..."


"Amin, my beloved, we spent years of pain, of struggle, of suffering, of war. We have already paid our tribute of tears. Now everything proceeds well. Let us thank Allah. And if tomorrow we have to flee again, to struggle, to suffer, we will do it, together. For now, let us not worry over problems we do not have."


"You are right. But above all I have to thank Allah I have you. This is the most beautiful, the most important thing in my life. All the rest is a surplus. If one day I would have you no more, I would just let myself die."


"As long as I have life, I will never leave you!"


"Yes, of course. And me neither. You know, Nadim, you are the light of my eyes, the music of my heart, my chalice full of happiness. You are love personified."


"I am just the son of a donkey breeder..."


"Blessed be your father to have conceived a son like you. Do you want to have your family at court?"


"No, they are happy as they are. I do not want to have privileges for them only because you chose me as your partner. Everybody has to have what he deserves, what he built with his life."


"But what about you? You saved my life, you protected me, you made me happy, you gave me love, you helped me to recover my ancestor's throne. What can I give you in exchange for all of that?"


"You have already given me the best of all prizes: your precious love."


"I feel I never do enough for you."


"I too feel I never do enough for you. This is the destiny of sincere lovers: not to be able to do all they want for their beloved one."


This and similar discussions we had when we were alone in intimacy, our bodies united, intertwined in a sweet and tender embrace, intent on giving ourselves mutual pleasure.






The Palace building proceeded regularly and we often went to watch it rising, to see the structure taking shape. It was already possible to see the general plan, the spaces where gardens and courtyards would be. It was organized in well defined sections: the most external part for the guests, then the officials zone, then the section for the Select Guard, then the harem, the part for the sons, then the part for the Heir Selected Guard and his apartments, then the section for the body guards and at last the Shaikhs apartments in the safest position. From here will commence a net of secret and carefully watched corridors leading directly to the various parts of the Palace and even outside. Remembering how the palace had been conquered in the night of the slaughter, and how we had seized Mussa's palace without giving him an escape way, all caution went into the design and building, so that the palace would be an invincible fortress, without risking becoming a trap in case of attack or siege.






LAAM


Amin decided he would have to start populating his harem with wives and concubines after the Palace building was completed. He decided to follow Selim's suggestion and find a double to take his place in bed when he had to couple with his women. I tried to persuade him that it would have been much more simple if he accepted to join his women, but my beloved insisted that he would give his body to me and to no other, be it man or woman. So we needed to find exactly the right man. Beside having a strong physical resemblance with him, he must also be an absolutely reliable person. So we decided to start to look for people more or less of Amin's age and build, with a similar face and voice. Initially it seemed to be a desperate enterprise. But as time passed, and we explored the territory, we began to find candidates. But none was perfect.


Once again Selim came to our rescue. He had returned to Istanbul with a promise to come back to visit us the following year. When he returned, he had in his retinue a certain slave. When the three of us were alone, Selim called him in and showed him to us:


"This is Harkat. I made him grow a beard and shave his hair to make him look different, but if we shave his face and let his hair grow, he looks incredibly like you, Amin. And in his build. When I first saw him at the slave market, I really thought for a moment I was seeing you and wondered what you had done this time! The resemblance is uncanny. Harkat seems an excellent person, and above all is trustworthy. I bought with him his two sons, and they are now my slaves in Istanbul. As long as you have no complaints about him, his sons will be well treated. I promised to give them a good position, but if he does not do well, they will be killed. Even sexually he is strong and enduring. What do you think, my friends? If you too think he is the right person, Harkat will be my gift to you."


Harkat was extraordinarily like Amin. We had his face shaved, and dressed him in Amin's clothes: even in the full light of day he could be mistaken for Amin. Of course he did not have the black clover. But even his voice was really close to that of my Lord. Just his accent and his bearing were different, but that could be remedied easily.






When finally the Palace was built, completely decorated and furnished, the gardens filled with plants and scented flowers, fountains and small waterfalls, a great celebration was held. Amin chose the three wives and the concubines, choosing the daughters of the local shaikhs and prominent people. Little by little, the harem came to life and Harkat started his duties. At the beginning we often spied him from the concealed spy-holes that looked into the alcove where he united with Amin's women. He carried out his duties with skill and a very refined manner, but also with a remarkable enthusiasm so that soon Amin had the reputation of a passionate lover!


Amin, after having him unite with all three wives and the four concubines, told him that he had full freedom to choose the woman he wanted for the night, but asked him not to neglect the wives, especially the first wife. Harkat was particularly fond of one of the concubines, so every night he made love with one of the other six women, and afterwards made love again with his preferred concubine. Soon some of the women were pregnant and when the news spread, all the people rejoiced.


Of course we had organized everything so that nobody knew our stratagem. Harkat, during the day, lived in a small house downtown, together with one of our most loyal men as his slave, and our man controlled him. The neighbors knew them as two weavers. At night, they closed the house from the inside and Harkat travelled the secret underground passage that connected the small house with the Palace. Only we could open it from inside. We received him, made him change his clothes, and introduced him into the alcove where he carried out his nightly duties. Then he went back to his little house. In the Palace nobody knew of the substitution. Some people, downtown, had remarked upon a certain resemblance between the slave and Amin, but nobody could connect the two, partly because Harkat was a man of few words, and when he was in the house as a weaver, he acted and talked as a slave. If anyone told him that he resembled the Shaikh, he laughed and answered with a joke.


During the few hours Harkat spent at the Palace, Amin did not show himself to anyone but me, and rested in the room near the alcove where the secret passage ended. If by chance something happened, any emergency, Harkat had to go to the nearby room and Amin would substitute for him, taking his place.






Years passed and Harkat fathered for Amin five children, two males and three females. As was to be expected, the children resembled Amin, especially the second born, Malik, who seemed also to have the same nature as Amin. Amin was really growing fond of his children and clearly had a preference for Malik, but he never neglected his first born, whose name was Selim as we had promised our friend and protector. When they were grown up, Amin decided that the succession had to pass on Malik. There would be no difficulty, as Selim was the son of a concubine, while Malik was the son of the second wife. All the councillors therefore agreed with Amin's choice. But for safety, we decided to send Selim away from the court, so we sent him to his namesake in Istanbul, praying to the Prince to take care of him.






For five years Amin had ruled his people and he was loved and respected by everyone and all proceeded in the best of ways.


I was happy for his happiness. I administered justice and the territory according to Amin's will, trying to be always fair and unbiased with everyone, rich or poor, powerful or feeble.


Years elapsed, the kingdom flourished, most people became more and more rich and happy. Our love continued and strengthened and it seemed that nothing could give us problems. Harkat, year after year continued to carry out his duty with unchanged diligence without ever trying to profit from his position, and the secret continued to be carefully kept. Harkat was an exceptional man and often we gave him gifts to reward his devotion. Other children were sired. Amin, as they grew older, sent the sons to other rulers courts as page boys. We were taking away from Malik any possible competitor to the throne, as there had been with Amin and his step brother Hassem. The daughters, as soon as they were old enough to be married, were sent as wives to rich or influential men, sometimes other shaikhs or their sons, so weaving over all the land a net of precious alliances.


In Istanbul things were not going so well for the Turkish Empire, which had lost some important wars against Russians and Europeans. As a result, the control of the empire on the provincial territories became more and more mild. We always remained loyal to the Sultanate, never forgetting how much we owed to it: true friends are seen in difficult times. But soon the little kingdoms of our part of Arabia began to have mutual friction and often boundary skirmishes placed them in opposition. None of our neighbors had ever caused us problems, but to be safe we decided to reinforce the boundary garrisons and to arm them better, doing so that this was noticed by the other courts, hoping to discourage any attack plans by our neighbors.






In 1139 Harkat fell ill. All the treatments they tried were useless and he died in a few days. Amin was really sad, and not only because now he would have to entertain the harem women, but also because, after all these years, he had grown affectionate towards his night-double. With his women, initially, he pretended to have some kind of illness to keep them far from the alcove. But we needed to find a solution. Amin absolutely did not want to unite with his women.


"I have enough children now. I will simply say that, because of the illness, doctors have said to me that I can not have sexual intercourse..."


"But so the rumor you have become impotent will spread and this will be a loss of prestige in front of your people. You know how much much importance they place on a man's virility, especially an important person as you are..."


"You really want to share me with others, Nadim?" he asked amused.


"No, it is not that. But I will accept it, because it is a necessity."


"But I would not accept it. I would prefer to be thought impotent, I can bear it! I do not think it will be possible now to find another Harkat. And if by a miracle we found one, the women will certainly notice the difference. On the other hand, they will notice it even if it was me who unites with them!"


So Amin went to the harem, and spoke to his women. He told them that the illness had made him impotent and hence he could no more unite with them. So, he said to them, if they wished to go back to their families, he would let them go with all the honours. He was astounded when all of them declared they wanted to remain in the harem, so Amin did not insist.






When Malik was ten years old, Amin decided to start to recruit the bodyguards for his son. They had to be all ten- to twelve-year-old boys, chosen from all the villages of our kingdom among the more intelligent and fine boys desiring to become the Select Guard of the prince, and Amin wanted us two personally to make the choice between the candidates.


So we started to do a tour of the territories until we gathered about three hundred boys that we put in training. Amin wanted the selected ones to live with his son, play with him, join with him in the training with the masters of arms, and those who wished to do so were allowed to study with him. He did not want his heir to grow up in the solitude he himslef had endured in his adolescence.



We two also spent part of our time with Malik, playing and conversing with him. He was growing well, healthy, cheerful, beautiful and he was also an intelligent boy and good hearted. We were very proud of him.









	ROLL 15 - MIIM

	


		

MIIM

By Malik's eleventh birthday, we had examined about three hundred boys who seemed suitable to become his select guards, and after the first selection we were down to just one hundred. After the second selection the remainder were intended to become not only the personal guards of the heir prince, but also his companions and probably friends. Therefore, the we were very careful about the personalities of these young ones.


One day I asked Amin: "Do you perhaps hope that between Malik and some of his guards could arise something more than a plain familiarity or friendship?"


"Maybe. I would be glad if Malik could find among them one as precious to him as you are to me."


"You would like him to find a lover among his guards?"


"Why not!? But I do not want to tell him that, to force him to make this choice. If it has to be, so be it. I was really very lucky to find you. Anyway... it is also for this reason that I did not want any females in Malik's quarters."


"But it is not certain it will happen. Malik could develop a profound liking for women, notwithstanding all you may do. And I do not think it would be wise to block him..."


"No, of course not... But no woman ever could substitute what you are to me. I mean, no woman can be to Malik what you are to me. You are my peer, a woman would always be an inferior being, weak... everybody knows that is for the woman to rely upon the man and not vice versa."


"But sometimes the opposite could happen, do you not think? What happened to us does not happen to everyone."


"You are right. But the man that relies upon a woman is in an inferior situation compared to other men, you know that very well. Every man has a friend on whom he can rely upon in case of need, to trust... even if he does not always succeed in developing for him that bond that developed between us. My father had his Visir, and his friends... I have my Visir who is also my lover. Is not that marvellous?"


"As it is me, I can surely not deny it is marvellous. To me it is certainly so. But we are not the rule, you know that very well."


"And this is a real pity. We are very lucky, do you not think so?"


"I am lucky, that is certain!"


"Exactly. That is why I hope for the same for Malik. There are some of the boys that I like very much..."


"Do you not think that lover could try to manoeuvre Malik for his own sake?"


"Yes, of course. It will be up to my son to avoid that, to look for a lover who is really controlled by love and not by covetousness. And anyway you will help me to watch for that, right?"


"I will try. But we must not deceive ourselves. In this world, there are no two men alike, remember. All that has happened cannot be repeated. We cannot be sure that your son will follow our example."


"But I hope so. On the other hand it is not rare for wives to attempt to dominate their husbands. From this point of view, it is not so different."






Finally the day of the circumcision ceremony and of his investiture to Heir Prince arrived. His select Guard had been constituted, the twenty four best boys, and they received their new uniforms. I was moved, because I had vivid memories of the day of Amin's circumcision and the pride I had that first day I was at his service, at his side. I was looking at the boys of the escort of the Heir Prince, almost trying to discover somebody resembling me... but then I smiled. Under God's firmament, I said to myself, two creatures alike can not be found. Or rather, nothing is more dangerous than believing we have found a similar identity. But it was agreeable to look at the Heir surrounded by that maniple of adolescents, proud, handsome, and, I hoped, devoted.






Our life was troubled for a short while by a war against a neighbouring Shaikh having aims of territorial expansion, but we defeated him rather rapidly and our kingdom was further enlarged. But above all the other shaikhs saw that we were able to effectively defend ourselves. In fact a long period of fertile peace followed.






Malik turned fourteen. He was growing well, strong and beautiful, and with his guard he had established a kind of comradeship that made Amin's heart rejoice.


Sometimes the Prince was out with his guards, riding as a party towards the desert, or hunting with his favourite falcon. Other times, at Amin's suggestion, dressed in humble clothes, he went round the villages incognito. Amin wanted his son to see personally the living conditions of the humblest people. The sovereign, he often repeated to the boy, is before all the protector of the humble and the poor, because the powerful can protect themselves with their strength. The king is the only strength of the weak. On these occasions Malik was escorted by just one of the boys of his guard, also disguised in humble clothes.


It was after one of these incognito journeys that Malik asked to talk with me.


"Nadim, there is something... I do not feel like speaking about it with my father, but I need to talk with somebody. Do you promise to keep this a secret?"


"Yes, Prince, you can confide in me without worry."


"During this journey happened to me a strange thing... Aziz, my guard, withdrew with a girl of the village. Looking for him, I caught him carnally mating with the girl. Unseen, I spied on them. What I saw aroused me very much. They seemed to be in another world. They were as if transformed, while they were performing this act. A deep bliss seemed to show through their faces. Their bodies were... it was as if they were emitting light! It was something really beautiful. It was evident they were experiencing great pleasure. So I desire to experience these emotions. But I do not know how to go about it... Do you think I am still too young, as Aziz says, to enjoy these things? And if so, how long do I have to still wait? If not, what do I have to do in order to experience this?"


I looked at him with deep tenderness: "I think you could talk about that with your father. Anyway, as you chose me as your confidant, I will try to answer you. No, I do not believe you are too young. Soon or later you have to choose the person with whom to experiment, with whom to share these emotions and it is not written that you cannot begin... But, you see, it is one thing to feel this joy on a purely physical level, yet another to experience them on a spiritual one. One beloved person must be able to make you experience an unique joy, that contains both of them... and this is not so simple a thing."


"But... how do I discover that person? How do I know who it is?"


"Sometimes we can deceive ourselves into thinking we have found such a person. Sometimes we can discover this person only after a long time and several attempts. The loved one that loves you is a great and precious treasure. It is someone you know you can trust completely, to whom you give yourself completely and who becomes completely yours, without reserve..."


"But comes the day I become Shaikh, I can give myself to noone. I must be the most important, all others have to be my subjects. How could I then give myself to someone?"


"If that special someone gives himself completely to you, you remain their Shaikh, and so that person becomes your Lord. Only love can perform this miracle. Sex, just to taste the physical pleasure, means that you use that person and, in some ways, that person uses you."


"So, in your opinion, Aziz used that girl?"


"It is rather likely, and on the other hand she used Aziz for her own pleasure..."


"And yet they seemed happy... using and being used. It seemed a very beautiful thing."


"I am sure it was. But what I want to say to you is that there exists something much more beautiful and worthy."


"Love, you mean."


"Yes, exactly. What those two experienced was just passion, giving vent to their senses. That can certainly be delicious, but if you asked Aziz now what that girl represents for him, very likely he would answer to you that she is just the memory of good fun."


"I asked him, and he said that doing it with her is much better than doing it alone, with his own hand..."


"Do you give yourself relief with your hand?"


"Sometimes, at night, when I feel strange and my thing becomes hard, stands up and quivers..."


"Yes, of course, I understand. And you never did it with one of your servants or your guards?"


"No... at night I am always alone..."


"Do you feel it difficult to be alone at night?"


"At times..."


"And who would you like to have at your side, at night?"


"I do... do not know."


"A friend or a girl?"


"I do not know, really. But someone who likes me... giving me the warmth of his presence."


I nodded, then asked him: "If you wish I will not talk about this with anyone, but I think that it would be good if you spoke with your father. Or, if you ask me to do it, I will speak to him for you. You may be certain he will understand and will help you find a solution. You know he loves you dearly and he would do anything to make you happy."


"Yes, you are right. I will tell him."






The same evening Amin said that he and Malik had just had more or less the same talk as I. We discussed it together. In the end we decided that Malik would have company in his bed, at his choice a male or a female. So, choosing from the harem slaves five young and pretty girls, all willing to cheer up the Prince at night, we created a small private harem for Malik. 


Then his father, after showing him the five girls, said: "My beloved son, now you have these girls at your orders to unite as you please. About males, whoever you would choose to cheer up your nights, you have just to try..."


"I can try with males also, father?" he asked slightly surprised.


"Yes, of course. Sometimes a companion of your sex can give you what no woman can. But while the five concubines, and any other slave, must come readily at any time you request, others must agree, and desire it also. This is the prerogative of the free man, never forget it. No shah, as powerful he can be, has the right to demand from a free man what he can demand from a slave or a concubine. But as far as the free person is concerned, be careful he does not agree to join you in bed just from ambition or to win from you special favours."


Malik nodded his understanding.


And so begun the sexual life of the Prince.






He tried first with the five girls, then with some young slaves, and then with some of the youths in his retinue. His bed was no longer empty, rather I heard that at times in his room there were little orgies, with the girls, with boys or even with both. And not only in night time! Amin was a little worried about the intensity of the sexual life of his son, but Malik seemed happy as never before and fully satisfied.


But, seeing Amin worry, I decided to talk with the Prince.


"Your father and I are a little worried. It seems to us that you have to find a limit to your sexual activities. Pleasure is a beautiful and legitimate thing, but it does not exist for that only. The same as with food, the right amount makes us rejoice, but too much makes us sick. The true man is recognized by his ability to be temperate."


"Yes, I know, but it is so beautiful! With each one it is different, each of them gives me different emotions. And I am young, desire often burns..."


"I agree, and I understand the first days of discovery, but now... There must be some one you like in a particular way?"


"Well, yes... Fahatma, for her fantasy; she is able to give me very intense joy, and each time new fantasies. Then my guard Abdel, who has an inexhaustible energy united to a particular devotion... And also my black slave Monge, so virile and yet so sweet... how can I make a choice!?"


"Well... you can at least try to limit yourself to those three. Moreover, it will be good if you started to look for the right person with whom to share not only your bed's pleasure, but also your life, do you not think?"


"I will try, but... I regret to renounce the others."


"Anyway, Malik, now that you have had several experiences, do you prefer a male or a female companion?"


"Just for pleasure, it is really the same. For friendship I surely prefer a male. But for pleasure it is also very good to do it in threes or in fours... What wrong is there in that?"


"Nothing, I believe. But when you find the person to love, you have to be careful not to hurt that person by conceding yourself too easily to... anybody. But probably these words are pointless: you will understand that yourself the day you fall in love."


"You, Nadim, you have fallen in love?"


"Yes, I am, thanks be to Allah!"


"Is it someone I know? You have not yet married... is he perhaps a man?"


"Yes, the most extraordinary and marvellous I ever met in my life. And I am faithful to him and he is to me."


"I know him? Does he live here at court?"


"I cannot answer you. I have to ask him before if he too agrees to let you know who he is..."


"That means I know him. But I do not want to embarrass you. I just want you to know I think that man, whoever he is, is really lucky to have a lover like you. Do you know that, after my father, you are the person I most admire, and love, in this world? Even more than my mother?"


"I am very grateful, Prince Malik. I too nourish a special affection for you, you know..."


"I would like one day to find a lover like you."


"I hope you find him."






I reported this conversation to Amin, and he wanted us to reveal to his son our relationship. So we called Malik in, and Amin told him everything.


Malik listened with attention then, at the end said with a smile: "I guessed so and I am really happy. I hope to have your luck, father. But I would like to know everything about you two: how did you meet, how did you realize you were in love..."






It was then that Amin asked me to write these pages with our story, to dedicate to his son.






This conversation happened when Malik was sixteen. He was a boy of indescribable beauty, it was a joy for the eyes to see him, and he is still so now.


Malik, following my advice, limited his sexual companions and mainly united with the three persons he told me about. I also explained to him it was better not to let word out of his bedroom anything about his relations, especially with the boys. I explained to him how people, too often, do not understand nor accept two men giving each other mutual pleasure, much less love. Malik promised me he would be careful, and he was.


When he was seventeen we celebrated his first marriage: he married a princess who was a relative with the Baghdad Khalifa and that soon was pregnant by him. The princess is not really beautiful, but is a devoted and obedient wife. She has a natural majestic bearing and grace in the official ceremonies that impresses the people.


But Malik continues to make love, not only with his favourite concubine, but also with Abdel and Monge. He elected the first as chief of his guards and the second as chief of all his slaves.


Malik's first male heir was born to his first wife, and he called his son Ali.


At eighteen Malik decided to go to Hajj to Mecca.


The caravan formed, he left with all his guards and took with him also some of his servants, and with them also his favoured Monge. For the sake of his safety we armed the guards with the most modern carbines, as even if the journey was not really long, they had to cross unsafe territory. The Sultan's empire was weakening and the predators band were multiplying dangerously: not all the shaikhs were able to control and to neutralize them as we had done in our territories. The caravan took the sea road, as it was wider and safer, and left acclaimed by all the population of the capital. Many had asked to join the caravan for the pilgrimage, and that was willingly granted.


The outward journey went without any problem: weather was fine and along the road they had no encounters.


While Malik was absent, Prince Selim came to visit us. He had been to Jerusalem and before returning home, he decided to come southward to meet us. We welcomed him with real joy and all honours. Amin, as soon as we were alone with the Prince, asked him for news about his son Selim.


The Prince answered: "It is also to talk with you about him that I wanted to come here. He did not come with me because he is slightly unwell. Apart from that, he is really all right. He is now a beautiful young man and he resembles you very much, Amin. Probably this is also one reason why I like him so much... and I felt for him a physical desire, so, about one year ago, I asked him to become my lover. To my great joy, he immediately accepted. He is a very hot lover, passionate, and even if he has a very sweet aspect, he is really manly. The only slight flaw he has is his most lively sexuality. In fact, besides delighting me, and carrying on his duty with his two wives, I know that often he likes to invite in his bed some of his slaves, both males and females, he bought expressly for his mixed harem. Not that I can complain, on the contrary: he answers with real enthusiasm any request I make to him and when he leaves my bed, he leaves me completely exhausted and fully satisfied, even if he, it seems, is ready to start all over again..."


"I rejoice for you. But I did not guess you would be pleased by male company in bed, Prince Selim..."


"In reality I started to think about that possibility when I knew about you two... At that time I said to you that I liked you very much, Amin. So I decided to try love with a male. It was agreeable, but it was not my sole desire because I realised that after all it was you, Amin, whom I desired, I dreamed about. But I could not tell you. So, when I saw you in your son and noticed that he was rather... free in his sexuality, I made my proposition. He is really remarkable in bed, ardent, unwearied."


"My son Malik also has an unbridled sexuality, quite the opposite of myself, for whom Nadim is all I require. Probably they have inherited their lust from their blood father, the good Harkat, who also had an almost bursting sexuality. Another thing they have in common is that, unlike me, they both like to unite with both women and men. Can you wait for Malik to return? I would like you to see how well he has grown."


"Yes, I can stay for a while, if my presence here is not a burden."


"Of course not! You are and remain my best friend."


"If you say so, your Nadim will be jealous!" Selim said jokingly.


"No, because my Nadim is not my best friend, he is another self, and he knows that."


"Your wonderful love is not at all worn by time, I see with pleasure."


"On the contrary. Nowadays I could no more live without him than a man could live without his heart or his soul."


"I am happy you discovered your mutual love in my little beach. I feel as if a part of the merit is mine."


"Certainly, if we did not bathe naked in that marvellous beach, quiet and withdrawn, more years could have passed without us discovering our love. But that day, with my luck, Nadim was not able to restrain himself from caressing my naked body..."


"I often ask myself how I could succeed in restraining all the preceding years. You are so beautiful, my beloved!" I murmured dreamily.


"You know, Nadim, I reflected about one thing: in all the years before we understood we were in love, neither you nor I have looked for sexual intercourse with others, although we felt the stimulus. Our minds did not know, but our hearts did, that we were in love, that we belonged to each other and so we could belong to no other. You see, my beloved, how powerful is love, even when you do not yet know his name? Love truly is the soul of every thing..."







I believe that amongst all poets,
the ones singing of love are the most praiseworthy.

In fact love is the salt of life, the water that gives comfort, the sun that warms,
the palm that shelters from the burning heat.


Without love a man is the ghost of himself, is inconsistent, useless, empty.
He is not really a man.


Praise be to Allah for having bestowed this gift to his elects,
to have given us this fire in the night of existence,
to have filled us with his blessing.


Praise be to love and to all loved, glory be to he who loves and to love,
living spring of any joy and happiness.








With this roll my story was done, but I am about to write again, starting a new roll, because the story of love I have to tell is equal in beauty to that I narrated about my Lord Amin and I.









	ROLL 16 - NUUN

	


		

NUUN

As I wrote on the last roll, Prince Malik with his retinue had gone to Hajj to Mecca. The outward journey was carried out with no problems, in full tranquillity. They remained at Mecca for one full week, then they started the inward route.


When the caravan was near Rabigh, Prince Malik saw at a distance a merchants' caravan trying desperately to resist an attack by a band of predators. The merchants were getting the worst of it. So Malik, making the men without weapons remain in place, at the head of his guards rushed to rescue the unlucky merchants. Malik's charge was like the flood wave of a waadi in the rainy season: his passage swept away everything so that in a short while there was not a single survivor from the predators, apart from the few that had managed to hastily flee.


When Malik with his men went back to the caravan's survivors, the caravan chief prostrated on the ground in front of Mailik's horse chanting aloud the praises of Allah and their unknown rescuer.


Then, without standing up, the chief said: "Most noble Lord, almighty bulwark of Islam, most excellent Prophet's favourite, we owe you our lives. How can we ever extinguish our debt to you, how can we repay you for your noble and generous intervention to defend us poor merchants at the mercy of the predators? Order and we will do every thing to repay you for your most noble action!"


"Stand up. Do you have many dead?"


"More than half of the caravan, most noble Lord."


"And your merchandise?"


"Also, my lord."


"What do you mean, 'also'? They robbed you of half your belongings, you mean?"


"Yes, my Lord most excellent. We were transporting a load of slaves and now less than half remains to us."


"Did they flee or were they killed?"


"No, my Lord, they were not killed and they did not flee, they were well chained. All would have been taken if it was not for your intervention, oh envoy of Allah! But more than half had already been taken away before your glorious intervention."


"Were they yet sold as slaves?"


"No, splendor of the Orient. We had just bought them from a ship. They were all young infidel sailors captured at sea, we had bought to bring them to the Amir Hakim, for his harem. We would have got a good price for them there, the Amir appreciates very much foreign boys, especially if of an handsome aspect."


"He wants to make of them eunuchs for his harem?"


"No, my Lord, he wants to make them objects for his pleasure. The most excellent Hakim likes fresh boys and pays well for a good little morsel of Christian origin, European. He wants them all between fifteen and eighteen years, he keeps them in his harem for two or three years, then he sells them. That's why he is always in search of fresh flesh..."


While the two were speaking, the other merchants were gathering the remaining slaves and recomposing the remnants of the caravan.


The chief of the caravan said: "Lord, how can we pay our debt of gratitude to you? Just express a desire so that we can repay at least in part for your help so kindly bestowed upon us."


Malik was looking at the slaves. It was the first time he had looked at infidels and he was curious.


Suddenly his eyes were held by a slave: he had straight hair the colour of clear amber with golden highlights. Hie eyes were of a very light grey-blue similar to that of a sky at dawn, slightly misted over by ethereal clouds. His skin was of a delicate and uniform pink, similar to that of a small child and a more bright pink stood out on his soft and sinuous lips and on the areolae of his small but perfectly round nipples. But his attitude was unbelievable: it was proud, straight, hard, almost challenging. It seemed more the look of an angry sovereign than of a subdued slave. Malik felt immediately attracted, excited. He decided he must have him, he wanted him in his bed.


Pointing at him with the hilt of his scimitar, he asked: "Who is that slave?"


"That one, my lord? He is a Dane. He is the plague in person, a devil! Had the predators taken him, they would have freed me from a heavy problem, a veritable thorn in my side!"


"Why so? He is a boy of remarkable beauty, I think."


"Yes, very beautiful. And that is the curse of fate! Probably the most beautiful of all these slaves. A good purchase, I said to myself. But when we started to train them to gladden their possible future master, this one, just him, rebelled with his nails and teeth, like a ferocious wild animal. To allow our expert to prepare his way between his thighs, so that he could penetrate him from the back, we had to have four men hold him still, my noble Lord. And it still was not easy to mount him! I really believe we will have to geld him as soon as we arrive in town. It is a pity, because a gelded slave yields less money, while a boy of his provocative beauty, healthy, we could have sold him well, very very well. But when all the others have learned in only a few days to use every part of their bodies to give pleasure to a man, including the mouth, with this one I would not put in his mouth even the tip of my little finger, because he is certain to cut it with his perfect but murderous teeth."


"What is his name?"


"Iskandar, if I am right, my Lord."


"Well, give me the slave Iskandar and I will consider myself paid for the help I gave you."


"My Lord, I would willingly make him over to you, but I sincerely do not think you have made a good choice. If you like the infidel boy, why not take Yussuf instead, that boy over there. He is a Sicilian, all fire, and in bed he is docile but ready to satisfy a male in the best of ways. He is also very beautiful, as you can see. If you want I can show him naked so you can check he is also sound and strong..."


"No, I want Iskandar. I am not interested in his docility in bed, I do not have those needs. But his look fascinates me: he is the only man among all those slaves."


"But he is a savage colt, he will not be easy to tame. If really you want him, he is yours, my Lord. But it seems to me as if I am repaying you with a forged coin. Accept also Yussuf, I willingly give you him as well. At least then, if you are unhappy with Iskandar, you cannot say I have tricked you."


"No, Iskandar is enough. Does he understand our language?"


"Very little, my Lord. He has only been a slave for three months..."


"Well, he will learn. Aziz, take that boy on your saddle with you and be careful he does not escape."


The strong Aziz approached the boy and, with only one hand, grasping him by the belt of his filthy trousers lifted him from the ground. The boy immediately started to kick and to shout. Aziz's horse pranced about, irritated and nervous, but was immediately controlled by his driver. 


Then Malik drew near on his horse and, looking straight into the eyes of the young slave, in a calm but firm voice said: "Calm down, boy. You scare the horse."


The boy looked at Malik with furious eyes, and their gaze remained locked together for some moments, but in the end the slave lowered his eyes and went still, remaining inert.


Then Malik continued: "Iskandar, do not be afraid. Do you understand what I say? Do not be scared."


The boy raised again his glance toward Malik, his eyes flashed, then in a subdued manner, answered: "Yes, understand."


Aziz put the young slave on his saddle in front of him and the boy remained still. Malik made the signal to leave, and they rejoined the rest of their caravan and continued the journey home.


At the first stop Malik ordered the chains be removed from the boy, and made him come into his tent. Malik offered him some of the food he was eating. The boy initially refused, silent, his eyes fixed and empty. But the prince remained with his hand held out in front of the boy, offering the food, for a long while, until the slave accepted it and began to eat.


Malik had been at once conquered by that semi-naked body and felt a very strong desire to touch it, to enjoy it. Desire burned in his veins. But having heard how the boy had been raped by the merchants, he held himself back and did not even brush against him. 


While the boy ate, Malik, slowly and clearly articulating his words, said: "Iskandar, I am now your master. I do not want to hurt you. You need not be scared of me. You cannot rebel or flee: you will immediately be captured and perhaps not by me but by another master less benevolent. Do you understand what I am saying to you?"


"No, little."


"Iskandar is your real name?"


"Name? Alexander... Alexander Niels."


"My name is Malik ibn Amin el Salih. Did you understand?"


"You Malik..."


"Yes. Now I will entrust you to my slave Monge, until you have learned our language. Nobody will ever hurt you, do you understand that?"


"Yes, little. You not hurt to I. You good."


"Yes, I good." Malik concluded with a smile and for the first time the boy had a ghost of a smile even if he was still timorous.


All through the long journey the boy remained near the black slave who, with endless patience, taught him to speak Arabic. His method was simple and effective: all day long the young black man said Arabic words to the boy and made him repeat them. For example, pointing to the horse he said "horse" and made the boy repeat it. Or he sat, saying "I sit down" then stood up saying "I stand up", then made the boy sit saying "you sit down" and so on, infinite times, making him repeat and repeat with a patience that amazed Malik, who watched from afar. The prince had also given to the boy decent clothes and made him wash in the sea several times, so that now he looked even better.


While the boy was taking his bath in the sea, naked, Malik had looked at him: if by the face and the chest he had judged him just a young boy barely beyond adolescence, by his big and well developed member and by the thick tuft of hairs between the well formed thighs, he understood that he could be almost of his age: he probably was seventeen. The contrast between the adolescent face and the uncircumcised member of a mature man had the effect of increasing Malik's desire. He now felt his blood flow faster in his veins each time he looked upon the boy. He desperately desired him. He also wanted to know him, to talk with him, to know his story and therefore he was impatient for the boy to learn the language. But he had committed himself not to touch the boy, even if with the passing of time he felt more and more attracted to him. He also noticed that more than one of his men had started to look at the boy with eyes filled with greed, so he explicitly ordered that noone was to make him any sexual proposition of any kind. Aziz especially seemed particularly attracted by the beautiful slave. But he had given his word of honour to his prince and, even if with difficulty, he abided by it.


Little by little the boy lost his challenging look and, as he learned to express himself, started to exchange a few words with the others.


Malik continued to watch him, to study his behaviour, every expression and was even more attracted and fond of him. The boy had a natural pride, even if at times he showed a sweet and defenseless expression. When the boy met the covetous eyes of one of the escort, there sometimes returned briefly the expression of a hunted, scared animal. Soon after he hardened his glance to one more terrible than a steel blade. This scared expression he discovered in the eyes of the boy gave to Malik a great sensation of tenderness, and in his heart he asked himself how much the boy had suffered in the early days of his captivity. And then the prince said to himself that the boy would never more have to suffer.


Iskandar, now, when he met Malik's look, more and more often gave a shy smile full of trust. He felt, even if still confusedly, he had found in the young prince more a protector than a master.






The journey came to an end and the caravan reached the capital, passing between two wings of festive crowds.


Arriving at the Palace, Malik left Iskandar with Monge, and came to give his respects to the Prince Selim, accompanied by his father and I, and lingered in conversation for a long time with us, relating to us the details of his journey. We all become curious about Iskandar's story. Selim, knowing some of the dialects of the infidels, asked to try to talk to him, so Malik sent for him. The boy, when in our presence, seemed frightened but as soon as he saw Malik, he regained his serene look.


Selim tried to talk with the boy using two or three different languages, until they could understand each other in that kind of free language the peoples of the Mediterranean Sea spoke between themselves, a mix of Arabic, Italian, French, Spanish and some English. After a long dialog, Selim translated to us:


"The boy is the son of a prince of Denmark. He was on board a ship that was attacked by Libyan corsairs. He was kept prisoner and on the ship was raped by the Lybian pirates. Then he was sold to an Egyptian merchant that in turn sold him to a lord of the Red Sea coast that wanted to make him his pleasure object. So the boy attempted the flee, but soon was caught by some Yemeni merchants who brought him on their ship and then sold him to to the merchants from whom Malik got him. They also raped him, because they wanted to prepare him to be sold to a boys' harem."


Malik had listened at the story with evident interest. At the end he asked Selim: "Can you tell him that here nobody will do ill to him and that no one will ever sexually abuse him?"


Selim translated. At that point the boy raised his eyes towards Malik and with a sweet smile said something that Selim translated:


"He says that he never doubted you are a good prince."


When the boy left, I asked Malik:


"Am I wrong, or has your heart been captured by this slave?"


"No, you are not wrong, Nadim. But, how ever much I desire him, I would never have the courage to force him into my bed, after all the violence he has endured. Even if he is a slave, it does not seem right to me..."


"Is he therefore so precious in your eyes?"


"Yes, he is. As soon as I saw him I was completely conquered. It is evident he is a prince, and I want him treated as such. Of course, I would like it very much if he could become my lover, but this will only happen if and when he desires it. In fact it is not so much his body I covet, even if it is most beautiful and sets me ablaze with desire, but it is all of him, body and soul. And this cannot be bought, it can only be received as a gift."


"It is true, but a soul can be conquered," Amin said with a smile.


"And how is that done, father? Teach me and I will be grateful to you all my life long."


"To conquer a soul there is but one method, a difficult one, and it is never sure to give you the hoped-for results."


"Tell me, what is it?"


"To give him your soul as a gift. To give it without reserve. Knowing that an answer to your gift may never happen."


"Yes, I understand... I will try."


"But in so doing, you will make your slave your master..." Selim warned him.


Malik, smiling nodded: "Is he perhaps not yet so?"


"Then you have really fallen in love, it is not just desire."


"Yes, prince Selim. I really think so. Along the days of our journey I watched him closely and little by little Iskandar has completely won my heart and my soul. Possibly the boy does not even realize it, but it really is true. I never felt for anyone what I now feel for him."


"Real love can also give great suffering, especially when it is not returned, my friend," Selim said.


Then I said: "But if it is returned, it can open wide the doors of Paradise."


Malik reflected at these words, then firmly said: "I am ready to take the risk."






First of all, Malik had beautiful clothes prepared for Iskandar, worthy of a prince. Then he had a room in his quarters prepared for him and gave orders to everyone to treat the boy as a prince, not as a slave. The boy, who meanwhile continued to study Arabic, was astounded by all these changes, so he asked Malik:


"Lord, do always you do such things for your slaves?"


"I would like you to be my friend, not my slave."


"But friends, my Lord, can be bought or sold not. They are merchandise not."


"I had you as a gift..."


"From someone that bought me. Why then are you showering with favours me? What do require you in exchange?"


"Nothing. I ask nothing of you."


"Nevertheless, as you look to me, I would say that is something you want from me. You want my body, is that so not?"


"Yes, it is true, I love your body very much. Just being near you arouses me, but I do not just want to have sex with you."


"And why you do wait to take me? In any case, even if I did want not, you could constrain me as others has done before. You have strong slaves, how can oppose I to you? Your desires here are not the law?"


"Nobody will again force you to do what you do not want. You have my word of honour. Nobody, not even I."


The boy did not answer.


For some days they did not speak of this again.


Malik continued to cover him with attention, the boy accepting them without profiting, without asking, but also without refusing them.


When Malik asked him something, the boy promptly complied, but diffidently he remained closeted away in his room, alone.


I saw Malik consumed by the beautiful Iskandar but the boy, even if he had assumed a respectful attitude, did not seem to react in any way to Malik's attention.






So, after Iskandar had lived at court for about four months, one day when Malik had gone to hunt with his father, I decided to go to speak with the boy.


"Iskandar, do you realize how much prince Malik is deeply in love with you?"


"Yes, I know he desires me."


"I spoke about love, not desire."


"I am his slave: if he wishes he can take me. I will not oppose him."


"But you know he will never do anything if it is not your desire. He will never take you against your will."


"But a slave can not have a will of his own. I belong to him. He treats me very well and therefore I try to obey him promptly. I carry out the duty imposed on me when I became a slave, an object that can be sold and bought."


"Malik offered you his friendship."


"How can it be friendship between master and slave? Only between peers can there be friendship."


"He is treating you as a peer."


"But I am still his slave."


"Iskandar, perhaps you do not like sexual intercourse between males?"


"When I was on the ship I had sexual meetings with some of the sailors and I enjoyed that very much. But it was my choice, I was a free being. The prince is really very handsome and if I had met him on my ship, I really do not think I would have refused him... probably I would have tried to have sex with him. But now I do not refuse myself: if he wants to take me, I will promptly obey. I will not rebel this time, because I know it is useless. I have become just an object, a slave. And after all Malik is a good master... and very beautiful. Even if it was you, now, who wished to take me, Visir, I would not oppose you. But I will oppose Aziz if he tried to take me: I read in his eyes the lust each time he passes me, the desire to take me, but he is not my master..."


"You know that Malik has forbidden everyone even to touch you?"


"Of course, because I belong to him."


"No, my boy, because he loves you. And he does not love just your beautiful body. He has at his service splendid bodies to lay with and ready to please him, you know that very well. But love is something that only those who feel it can understand. Evidently you are not able to love. Probably is not even your fault, after all you have had to endure. But did you ever love someone? Man or woman?"


"No. Possibly I am too young to love, Visir, do you not think so?"



"No, I do not. Malik is your age, nevertheless he loves. If he just coveted your body, he would have taken it without a second thought, exactly because you are just a slave, his slave. But on the contrary he does not touch you and neither does he even brush against you. Because he loves you, truly and sincerely. Try to understand that, at least, even if you are unable to love."









	ROLL 17 - HAA - WAAW

	


		

HAA

When Malik returned to the Palace, I talked with him. I said that it was very unlikely he could win the love of Iskandar while the boy remained a slave. In my opinion he had to resign himself to it - the boy would not change his mind...


The prince immediately looked at me with luminous eyes and said: "Of course! I understand now! I will give him his freedom."


"But if you free him, the boy will certainly go back to his own land and so you will lose him."


"I cannot do otherwise. I did not understand before, how stupid I was! Yes, the idea of losing him hurts me, but I prefer to lose him rather than to have him against his will or to have him at my side without really having him."


"But possibly, if he remains here with you, little by little he may even change his mind..."


"No, Nadim. Thank you. Probably it is the will of Allah that I lose the first person with whom I really fell in love. One day perhaps I will find someone who would be able to love me... Possibly, if we had met in different conditions... Ha, who knows? But continually saying 'perhaps' is not reasonable, is it not so?"


"So it is. I am really sorry for you, Malik. I hoped you finally could know the joy of loving and being loved."


"As for the joy of loving, I have begun to know it, it seems."


"But it does not seem so much of a joy, in your case."


"Yes, it is, all things considered. I can give back his freedom to the person I love. Even if I lose him, at least I have done something to make him happy."






I admired Malik very much, but I was sad for his misfortune. I would have liked to have been able to do something for him, but I did not know what.


Malik went immediately to see the boy he loved:


"Iskandar, I free you. You are no more a slave. From now on, you are a free man."


"Free? You mean I can go? I can go back to my people?"


"If this is what you desire."


"Why do you free me? Are you no longer interested in me?"


"On the contrary, I will always be in love with you."


"Then I do not understand: if you free me you will lose me!"


"I never had you, in reality. As a master I had your body, not the whole of you. Your heart and your soul, unhappily, are strangers to me."


"But where can I go? I am a foreigner, I have no money, my land is so far away..."


"I will give you all you need to go wherever you like."


"Freedom... money... I swear, I cannot understand you. What do you hope to gain by all that?"


"Knowing that at least you are happy, and that I made you happy."


"And... can I go immediately?"


"Of course. But I advise you to wait for the next caravan going towards the coasts of Egypt. At Iskandariya, the famous Egypt town that has your name, you can find a ship going towards your land. Travelling alone, for a stranger like you, would be too dangerous."


"When will next caravan pass here?"


"I do not know: perhaps tomorrow, perhaps in a month..."


"And in the meantime?"


"If you wish you can remain as my guest."


"And what do you ask in exchange? You want me in your bed?"


"A guest is sacred, you are free to do anything you wish. No-one has any rights over you any more. Not even I."


"I really cannot understand you. But of course I accept: I would be a fool to refuse my freedom. But it still seems impossible to me that you give me up in such a way, without earning anything in exchange."


"One thing only I ask from you, even if I do not demand it."


"What is it?"


"That you, when recalling me, think I loved you with all myself..."






Strange days followed.


Malik, even if he was not really sad, had become taciturn. Iskandar wandered the Palace, silent as a shadow, as if he wanted to verify his freedom by movement, and he went to the bazaar or he idled in the gardens. But, I noticed, he avoided me. When it was impossible not to be in my presence, he avoided my eyes. Quite often, instead, he seemed to watch Malik with hidden glances, as if studying him, trying to understand some mystery.


Amin was a little worried for Malik but he fully shared his decision.






At last a caravan of Egyptian merchants with a load of spices passed through our capital. I spoke with the chief of the caravan and agreed a price to safely escort Iskandar as far as Egypt, in all possible comfort. Then I handed over to the boy a money purse and a letter which declared him a guest of the Shaikh and asked respect and protection for him.


The caravan left with Iskandar. Malik now was really sad. Neither his wives nor his lovers seemed to be able to cheer him up.






About a week after Iskandar had left, I heard that there had been brought into town a man that was found, seriously wounded, on the coast road. The news itself would not have particularly struck me if it was not that the man, I was told, was an Egyptian and a member of the caravan that a week before had stopped in our capital.


As soon as I heard this, I immediately left the Palace and went to speak with him. As I had feared, the caravan to which I had entrusted the boy had been attacked by a band of badaawin not far from the city of Al Vajih. This man was one of the few survivors, because he was believed dead. I asked him if he had news of Iskandar and the man answered that the stranger boy, together with the youngest members of the caravan, had been taken away by the predators as a prisoner.


We still were speaking when Malik, who had heard the news from one of the slaves of the court, arrived out of breath. I informed him of the news I had already obtained. He asked some more questions of the wounded man, then, after hearing his story, rushed back to the Palace. Here he asked to be received by his father and asked from him authorization to go with a strong group of soldiers and guards to search for Iskandar.


Amin, initially, tried to dissuade him from going: "How can you possibly find him? We do not even know if the boy is still alive. Much less we know where the predators are by now. The search could be long and fruitless and you may not find them or, worse, find them too late..."


"But I have to go, father! Please, father, do not force me to disobey you! If you do not give me the soldiers I ask you, I will leave alone, but I will go. I promised Iskandar his freedom: I can not tolerate him being again a slave!"


They discussed the matter for a long while but in the end, after asking for my advice, Amin gave him the authorization to go with a chosen group of thirty well armed soldiers, particularly skilled and loyal, and mounted on the best and fastest horses of our stables.


The squad immediately went at full speed towards the point where the ambush had taken place. Once there, they started their investigation and quickly learned from the local people that the band had been seen going towards the north-east, in the direction of the mountains. For a while it was not too difficult to follow the tracks of the band, because they had left behind nothing but destruction, violence and robbery. But when Malik reached Taima, it suddenly seemed as if they had vanished.


Malik had no intention of giving up his hunt and the more time elapsed, the more urgency he felt to find the predators and free Iskandar. But, notwithstanding that they were systematically exploring the surroundings of Taima, it seemed as if nobody knew about the badaawin band.


One evening they passed near a faqir. Malik, as was his usual practice, gave him a generous alms. 


The man, after chanting Allah's praise, said to Malik: "My noble Lord, I have heard in Taima that you are looking for a badaawin band that assaulted a caravan of Egyptian spice merchants..."


"Yes, that is right. You know where they are?"


"I do not really know if they are the ones you seek, but there is one band which often raids the coasts. They never pass through Taima, usually they go round: they possibly are who you look for. But the band is very big, and is to be feared. I do not know if with your men you can succeed in confronting them should you dare to enter their den."


"Where do they hide? Do you know?"


"In the Nafud, noble Lord, not far from Al Jof."


"How can I find their hiding place?"


"Their encampment is in a small valley, where there is a water spring. It is not a real oasis, there must be no more than four trees. But the place is in an easyily defended position and they are people used to fighting in the desert, very skilled. Do not go searching for them, you will put yourself in their trap."


"How does it happen that you know so well their den?"


"A faqir bothers no-one, prince. He can pass undisturbed almost everywhere."


"But I have to go. I have to free my guest they took prisoner."


"The prisoners, like the merchandise, they usually sell to the caravans passing nearby, with whom they have agreements..."


"Where do they sell the loot?"


"At Al Jof. Often slave merchants caravans pass there and they know that often the badaawin have young people to sell. So one of the men of Al Jof goes to call the predators and they bring their merchandise to sell it to the merchants."


"You said they usually sell... who do they not sell?"


"Oft times they keep strong males as their slaves for hard work. These are gelded to make them more docile. And at times they keep a young female as a concubine."


Malik felt a quiver of dismay: he had not thought of that possibility. Iskandar was not a big man, but neither had he a weak body... 


Feeling even more hurried than before, he said to the faqir: "I must go. Tell me what way it is convenient I take, how can I find their den... I pray to you!"


"Go to Al Jof. It is better you ask if there has recently been a sale of slaves. Then do not go straight towards the little valley called the Waadi as Shiran, where they camp. Go rather towards Kaf, then turn to the south. The road is more difficult, but on that side probably they are less watchful. You can easily recognize the point where you have to turn southwards, because on the road to Kaf there is a grave on which all the passersby put a stone so that now there is a stone cone, tall almost like a man. That is the point to go south... And may Allah protect you, as you really will need His help!"


Malik gave a second alm to the faqir and, spurring on his horse, guided his men at gallop to Al Jof. Here they asked if lately there had passed a slave merchants' caravan. Getting a negative answer, Malik decided to go immediately towards Kaf. But, along the road, they saw in the distance a caravan heading for Al Jof.


"They could be the slave merchants..." Abdel said pointing them out to the prince.


"They could be. We must hurry then."


"No, Malik. I have an idea. Let us wait until they send to call the predators, then wait for the badaawin to leave their camp with the slaves they intend to sell. It will be just a small group, not all of them, because in this territory they must feel safe. So we can easily overcome them..."


They discussed it for a while. Aziz proposed killing the man going to call the badaawin and to substitute him with one of their men. The plan had several weak points but out of despair, they decided to try.


Hidden amongst the dunes, they saw the caravan passing far away. They waited for a full day. To Malik the waiting was hard and heavy, but at that point he had to play the game to the last.


Finally, the day after, they saw a lonely man going on horse towards the Waadi as Shiran valley. Readily they intercepted and caught him. The man, after torture, admitted he was the man sent to warn the predators and said that there was a password. Malik promised him his life would be safe if the password was revealed to be right. On the other hand, he said, he could make him die in the most atrocious torments. The man, then, scared to death, gave them other details. They undressed him, a soldier put on his clothes, took his horse and continued to the badaawin camp.


One more day passed and at last they saw the predators and their caravan of prisoners coming from the valley toward Al Jof. Well hidden, they awaited. The predators were a dozen in all and had with them a column of little more than twenty young men and women tied with chains. When the caravan slowly passed a pre-arranged point, Malik with half of his men went out in the open shouting and shooting the mounted predators, whilst the other half cut their retreat toward their encampment. The badaawin engaged a furious battle but soon they were completely surrounded and, one after the other, all killed. In the battle, besides the predators, two of Malik's men died and Aziz was wounded. Moreover five prisoners were killed by stray bullets. But Iskandar was not found either among the living or the dead.


Malik questioned the surviving slaves and discovered that the infidel slave, Iskandar, had never arrived at the badaawin den, because he had already been sold to the Shaikh of Al 'Ula, along the journey.


Malik freed the prisoners from their chains, gave to them the horses of the dead predators, and advised them to head quickly for a city on the coast and to ask for protection. He also entrusted to them the captive messenger so that he could not go to the camp or the town and give the alert.


Then at an unbridled gallop he left for Al 'Ula. They were in sight of the town four days later. Here, stopping at one of the gates, Malik identified himself and asked for an audience with the local Shaikh.
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Leaving his men outside the walls, escorted only by Abdel, he was received by the shaikh Hamid ibn Hussein. Even if he was not one of the most influential shaikhs of that area, nor one of the richest, he was a man of refined tastes, dressed in a studied way, and had a lean and curt aspect.


He listened to Malik's request, then said: "Supposing that the slave you are telling me about is the same I bought a few days ago, noble Malik, he is nothing but an infidel. What duties can we ever have, we followers of the true religion, toward an infidel dog?"


"He was my guest, therefore under my protection."


"Yes, you rightly say: he was... but nowadays, unhappily, out of your father's territories, not even the Sultan's protection has any real value..."


"You then refuse to give him back to me?"


"I did not say that, my dear prince. But now, taste this kebab, give honour to my table, I pray you."


"I thank you for your kind hospitality. But I have in my heart the destiny of my protected. As I said to you, I will pay back to you all the money you spent to buy him."


"It is not a problem of money, prince. Supposing, I repeat, that my slave is really your protected one, I do not like to lose a good purchase. You see, the boy I have bought will be gelded and become a guardian of my harem. He is the right age not to be physically ruined. My eunuchs are all splendid examples, and they all are foreigners. But I have not yet had a north european in my collection..."


"But I can not permit Iskandar to be gelded!" Malik vehemently interjected.


"In the name of Allah! You are missing good manners! Only the sacred duty of hospitality prevents me from attaching too much weight to this fit of yours! You have no right to come here to tell me what I can or can not do with my slaves!"


"I ask for your forgiveness, most excellent Shaikh. But that boy is to me more than a brother."


"An uncircumcised? You amaze me, prince."


"Tell me what you ask in order to give him back to me. I am ready to give anything just to have him back."


"Anything? But what is he to you, the boy you are looking for? Is he perhaps your... favourite?"


"No, he is not. But to me he is more important than if he was. More than my life."


"You really make me curious... All of you, out of here! I want to talk privately with my guest!" the Shaikh said to the court people.


Abdel looked at Malik, who nodded to him to leave with the others. The man seemed to hesitate for a moment, but then bowed and obeyed.






"Now we are alone, Hamid, what do you wish to say to me?"


"I wanted to know what you are prepared to pay to have back that infidel boy..."


"You fix the price and if the money I have on me is not enough, I will send my men to get what is needed."


"No... I do not need money, as I said. But there is something else you can do to pay me back..."


"What is it? Tell me."


"I have a slave, Ahmed, and I am deeply fond of him. His mother was my wet-nurse, she gave me her milk at the same time as him. We have grown together. We always did everything together. There are just two differences between us. One is that I am a shaikh and he is a slave. The other is... Well, from the first moment you entered here I noticed Ahmed looking at you with extreme interest, or rather I should say that he did not take his eyes off you for a single moment, and I know very well what that particular look of his means! Because, you see, the other difference is that I like just young females, but he likes young men such as you, he is not at all interested in women, but in the nice, small, firm asses of young males. And he likes to mount and ride only free men, this is his one little vice. I am very fond of him, so I try to make him happy supplying him with what he really likes. So, if you let Ahmed ride you here in front of me, this... Iskandar will be all yours."


Malik, during this speech, had jumped up, astounded: "I, let a slave use me? I hope you are jesting, Hamid, or you will have to pay with your blood for this offence!"


"You, not me, said you were ready to pay any price: now prove it. My price is your humiliation. About making me pay with my blood... it will not be so easy. Anyway, if you refuse you can just leave. But... you have to know that I will have that boy gelded as planned. Now sit down please, think about my request, and give me your answer."


Malik remained standing, quivering with rage: "What you propose is absurd! You know who my father is, he will never forgive you for such an offence."


"Yes, I know yours is really an ancient family. And it seems that your father has a strong army. But I have protectors and allies and it will not be so easy for your father to come here without running into big problems... But then... it is enough if your father does not know of this, is it not so? Even my men will never know about our agreement. It will remain between the three of us, I swear. But if this uncircumcised boy is really so important to you, you have to humiliate yourself and to fully please my Ahmed. It is up to you to make your choice... freely."


Malik shut his eyes: a dull rage suffused him from head to toe. But he understood that if he refused, nothing and nobody could save Iskandar from castration and slavery. Yes, of course he could and would revenge him, but the damage would remain, irreparable. His honour for the freedom of his beloved one. But can love suffer such a sacrifice?


"Before giving you an answer, I would like to meet Iskandar, alone."


"Granted. Follow me." He led him to a small room in the slave quarters and pointed him towards a curtain: "He is behind there. When you are finished, I will be outside that door waiting for you. When we meet again, you must have made your choice: either you let my slave fuck you in the ass, or your Iskandar will be gelded. An ass in exchange for a cock! It seems a fair exchange to me!" said the man amused, chuckling.


"All right, you have my word."






Malik rose the curtain and found himself in a small bleak room, and saw Iskandar. He was chained to the wall, completely naked, arms and legs wide spread. Malik shuddered seeing the object of his love in these conditions. His chest was streaked by whip marks and his wrists and ankles were swollen inside the iron rings holding them, because of the efforts made by the boy in attempting to wriggle free.


By instinct Malik held out a hand and lightly caressed the tortured body. Feeling himself touched, Iskandar opened his eyes: his furious look widened and passed away in amazement and he murmured:


"Malik... Lord!"


"Yes, Iskandar, it is I. I came to free you. Just be patient a little while longer. I will pay your price to your new master, then I will take you away, and you will be free and safe. Just have confidence in me."


"You really came for me? To free me?"


"Yes. I always abide by my promises. Goodbye for now. But we will meet very soon."


Malik once again brushed his loved one's body, then opened the curtain and went out of the little room. The Shaikh was waiting him with a thin smile floating on his lips.


"I am ready to pay the price you asked of me. But before I do, my man has to lead the boy out of this city."


"Agreed! Ahmed will be really happy to be able to fuck the ass of a true prince, young and beautiful as you are. And I will be really amused to watch you being fucked by one slave just to free another. Come, prince Malik, let us go set all these things in motion."


"Remember you swore no-one will ever know about what is to happen..."


"Of course not, I gave you my word of honor!"






Back in the private audience room, Malik waited until Iskandar was brought there and gave orders to Abdel to accompany the boy out of the walls and to entrust him to Aziz, then to come back to the Palace to confirm that Iskandar was with his soldiers. While waiting, the Shaikh had summoned musicians to cheer up the courtiers, and had food and drink distributed. Malik waited, with a dark expression, and touched nothing. When Abdel returned saying the boy was safe, Hamid said to Malik:


"So, prince, would you please follow me?"


"I am ready to pay the price we agreed."


Hamid led him to a nearby room and called for Ahmed. When Ahmed entered the room, the Shaikh sat on some cushions and said:


"Unveil your beauties, prince, undress completely and lie down on these cushions here in front of me, so that I can enjoy it all. Now, Ahmed, you can amuse yourself with him as you best please: the prince Malik has agreed to fully sate your lust..."


Malik, even if quivering with disdain, rapidly disrobed under the blazing, lusty eyes of the slave, who also undressed. Malik laid down prone on the cushions. Soon he felt the slave's hands grasp his buttocks, fingering and probing with greediness. Then he felt perfumed ointments spread in his butt crack. He shivered and closed his eyes.


The slave lowered his massive muscled body on Malik, clasped in his big hands Malik's waist, and with his member forced his way into the youth's little hole. Malik felt an intense and sharp pain but, even if with a great effort, he controlled himself so that not even the faintest moan or grimace of pain escaped him and remained perfectly still.


The slave was pushing strongly with his loins, penetrating him more and more deeply, then started to move up and down with violence. The Shaikh seemed to enjoy a morbid pleasure watching the rape. The slave, hammering with pleasure into the young body, emitted grunts of deep, animal enjoyment.


Malik felt desecrated, sullied, insulted by this insane and mad intercourse.


But then the Prince was struck by a thought: his Iskandar had endured several times that same treatment. Now he had something in common with his beloved Danish boy. So in his heart he thanked Allah to have permitted him being subjected to this horrible test. Now he could really understand what that poor boy had suffered, how he felt inside, how much his soul was in pain.


Malik at times had been penetrated by some of his lovers, but that was completely different. It is not the penetration itself which is humiliating. To give oneself to a lover is sweet and pleasurable, but to be penetrated by a stranger is a true profanity.


When at last Ahmed stood up, sated, Malik dressed again, in silence, but with a proud attitude.


The Shaikh, in a honeyed voice, said: "He was not too rude, I hope, my protected. I would be really saddened by that..."


Malik, who was hooking his scimitar at his side, looked him straight in the eye and answered: "May Allah reward you as you deserve, paying you back ten for one."


Hamid's eyes flashed in anger: "Do you want perhaps to insult me, boy?"


"Did you perhaps insult me, Shaikh? Bread and salt are offered to the welcome guest, stone and dust are offered to build a grave, the proverb says."


"Oh yes, act the cockerel, now. But in any case my Ahmed had pitched his tent in your valley, has sunk his bucket in your well... It has been an unforgettable show, I assure you."


"And it will not to be forgotten, this I guarantee," Malik curtly replied.


The slave burst into loud laughter, but his laugh died away at the glance of the young prince.



Finally Malik was able to leave the Palace with the proud attitude of a winner, as he really felt himself to be after this most difficult test.
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When Malik, with Iskandar and the soldiers returned to us about a month later, Amin and I went to meet him, happy and relieved for the evident success of his expedition. 


Amin embraced his son with emotion then asked him: "Are you happy now, my son?"


"Yes, father. But now you have to allow me to escort Iskandar to a safe port."


"As you desire. But before that you must rest a little: you all were put to the test, and you are tired and dirty from the journey. At this point there is no hurry, is there?"


Malik looked at the boy with questioning eyes. 


Iskandar then, with hesitant voice, said: "If you do not mind, prince, I really would like to rest a little..."


"You may rest as you like, of course." Malik answered.


So we all went back to the Palace together. We escorted them to their rooms. Iskandar was led back to his previous room. 


He was going in, when he turned to me and said: "Visir, I need to talk to you... Would you be so kind to grant me a little of your time?"


I nodded and followed him into his room. 


Iskandar locked the door, and asked me in a very low voice: "We can talk here without being heard, is that right?"


"Yes, of course..."


"What I am going to say to you must remain a secret between you and I, can you swear that?"


"Yes, I swear."


Iskandar sat on the side of his bed and waved me to sit near him. Then, in a subdued voice, said: "Malik is really in love with me. He searched for me so far across the land, he engaged in battle with the bandits losing two men and risking his own life..."


"Are you amazed?"


"Very much so! But there is something else that astounds me even more. You see, when I was taken prisoner I thought: if I had agreed to make love with Malik, I would now be treated as a prince and not again as a chained slave. Not only does Malik have a splendid body and a strong personality, but he is sweet and kind. I, with my thirst for freedom, have fallen from the frying pan into the fire. This thought strengthened me when the Shaikh Hamid bought me and decided to have me gelded to use me as an eunuch in his harem. I was chained waiting for the gelder and I felt all was lost, when Malik appeared in front of me to tell me of my freedom. He caressed my nakedness with his hand. It was the first time he had touched me and never a caress was more sweet. His eyes were full of love and never a look was more pleasurable. If in that moment he had said he wanted me, I would have given myself to him with real joy. But what I felt in that moment was nothing but the fruit of relief, of the gratitude I was feeling toward him. Then he said to me to be patient a little more: he would pay my price and I would be free. He went out of the room where I was in chains and spoke with the Shaikh. He did not imagine I could hear everything...


"I know you love him, so I think I am not betraying him if I tell you what I heard... The price he accepted to pay to obtain my freedom is unbelievable and made me understand to what point Malik loves me, how much he is in love with me. He accepted to... to be taken by a slave, in front of the Shaikh's eyes! And this, that already seems to me unbelievable, not to have me for himself but to give me the freedom he had promised to me! Do you understand?


"Now, you see, my problem is just this: I cannot say I am in love with him, even if now I see him with completely different eyes. But the mysterious and extraordinary strength of his love has... conquered me. Now I feel I must be his, it can be no other way. And I like the thought of being loved by Malik and I would like to learn to love him the way he deserves. Now I feel I am completely his slave, I want to be his slave. I want to be able to give him the happiness he had hoped to find in me. But I can not lie to him by telling him that I love him, not yet at least, that would be dishonest. But he, I know very well, will never accept my body if I do not give him also my love. What can I do?"


I had listened with full attention, without interrupting him.


When he fell silent, I said: "Iskandar, in your opinion, what is love?"


"It is wanting the other solely and exclusively for oneself. It is to be jealous. I do not feel that for Malik..."


"Silly boy! How wrong you are. That is not love, that is possession, perhaps desire... No. Love is to give yourself completely to the other person, to be ready to do anything for the other's happiness. To be ready to give up everything. Do you understand me? To lose your life, to renounce your honour if required, just to know that the other is happy. This is what Malik did for you. Once you said to me that the freedom is your most valuable possession. Now you are planning to renounce your freedom to make Malik happy. Therefore you love him. Be at peace, when two persons love each other like Malik loves you and you love him, neither loses his freedom. Go as soon as you can to Malik, tell him you love him... and live happily together!"


"I do not have the courage, after all he had to suffer for my fault, after the humiliation he had to endure because of me."


"Listen, if you really want his happiness, take a good bath, put on your best clothes, knock at his door and offer him your love. Tell him you want to be his, only his, forever. Do not put obstacles in the way of love. It is the most sublime thing a man can experience in his life. Hurry up, do not waste any more time. Get yourself ready and go to see him."


"Yes... I thank you, Nadim. I did the right thing by talking with you, you really are a wise man."






I went out happy. Finally Malik had found the person to love and to be loved by. I was walking along the corridor thinking about it when a servant caught me and said that Malik was looking for me. I immediately went to his room, postponing the meeting I planned to have with Amin to give him the good news.


Malik wore just light trousers and I could not help but admire his beautiful features, seductive and manly. As soon as we were alone, he narrated to me in detail all that had happened, included the humiliation he had to endure being used by a slave and, worse, in front of the Shaikh's eyes. 


He concluded: "But I would suffer it all again gladly, for I love Iskandar, even though I know I will lose him. Am I not a fool?"


"No, my friend. Simply you understand what it means to love. The trial to which you were submitted is not humiliating, believe me. On the contrary, it makes you a real noble, more than your birth. Because you were able to put in the right order the values of life: first love, and only after that, pride. And you have learnt from this difficult experience. Remain this way, my sweet friend, and never be ashamed of what you do for love. I thank you for having honoured me with your confidence, telling me of these matters. I must leave you now, Malik... Be proud of yourself. Your sacrifice will bear fruit..." I said and, without saying more, I left him.


Just in time: Iskandar was arriving. I saw him knock at Malik's door, enter, and I went away satisfied, looking for Amin.






Malik, when he heard the knocking, thought it was me again and simply said to enter. When he saw Iskandar instead, he immediately stood up with emotion. The boy had stopped on the threshold.


"Come in, enter..."


"Malik, I have to talk with you..."


"Tell me."


The two youths remained for some moments standing in front of each other, gazing into each other's eyes, in silence. 


Then Iskandar, with a voice full of emotion, said: "Malik, I do not want to go back to my land. I want to remain here... with you."


"Here? With me?"


"Yes, if you still want me..."


"If I want you?" Malik repeated, looking at him rather unbelieving, then asked with a hesitant voice: "What made you change your mind?"


"You, your behavior, your love..."


"You mean you... you accept my love?"


"I mean I hope to be able to love you, I want to learn to love you, if you will help me. I mean that all that happened made me understand that perhaps I need the love you offer me. I mean I want to be yours, as you want me, I feel I belong to you. You said to me that I am free: well I freely accept being yours. Do with me what you will and I will be happy."


"But... you do not want to go back to your land, to your people?"


"No, I want to be yours, if you still want me. My land is where you are. I want to be your faithful slave."


"In your land you are a prince..."


"No... I lied," he said blushing. "In my land I am just a sailor, not a prince. My father is a sailor, as was also my grandfather. Now you know: I do not deserve any special consideration, any privileges. But, I pray you, keep me as your slave, do not sell me..."


"Sell you? Never! I love you, Iskandar."


"Even now that you know I lied to you?"


"I have never been in love with a prince, Iskandar, but with you. And if you want to remain at my side, you will not be a slave, but a peer. I need your love, Iskandar, not just your body. Slaves? I can have as many as I want, like Monge or little sweet Jamal. Also servants, like Jussuf or handsome Majid. And also loyal subjects like Abdel or Kemal. But not one of them is the sovereign of my heart, not one of them is the oasis of my soul, not one of them is the lord of my body. You, you only are my beloved and I want you to be my lover."


"I would like to learn to love you as you desire, as you deserve, as you love me. Will you help me, Malik?"


"You really want this?"


"With all my soul!" Iskandar said and slowly and shyly reached out his hand, brushing the strong bare chest of Malik with a light caress.


His hand trembled, he made a step toward the other and knelt in front of him. He undid the loose trousers lowering them to his ankles, so revealing his splendid nudity. He caressed his beautiful manly member and leaned to kiss him with sweet dedication. Malik quivered in emotion.


Then he stooped toward Iskandar, made him stand up, and started to undress him finding with pleasure that the boy was already fully aroused. He traced his figure with hands quivering with pleasure and joy, then drew the boy to him and passionately kissed him on the mouth. Iskandar at once answered with the same passion. Their eyes met and were luminous.


"How beautiful you are, Malik!"


"It is you that makes me beautiful."


"Take me, Malik, please. I want to be yours, I want to feel you in me. Take me, now, here, immediately, please..." he murmured, his voice hoarse and lay down offering himself to the young prince.


Malik, trembling with emotion, circled his waist and with delicate determination entered him. Iskandar, panting lightly, urged him on:


"Yes, I am yours. Come in, let me feel it all... Aaah, how good... Go on, fill me, let me feel how much you desire me..."


"Yes, my loved one, I am entering you. Do you feel me? Do you like it?"


"Oh, yes..."


"And after, I want to feel you in me, and you too will fill me with your strong virility, and you will spray my insides with your precious seed... You too will make me yours and when a part of you is at last inside me, we will be really united. Oh, how much I love you, Iskandar!"


"Are you happy?"


"Yes, I am!"


"I too love you, Malik. Truly. And I want to love you every day even more."


The two, lost in a symphony of the most intense emotions, finally physically united, made love for hours, unhurriedly, untired, often exchanging their position and roles, each intoxicated by the other, forgetful of everything but their love. On Malik's wide and soft bed they dedicated themselves to each other with a deep happiness. The energy and enthusiasm of their youth was expressed in that ecstatic union, so that they seemed unable to demonstrate to each other sufficiently their mutual desire.


Iskandar murmured to Malik: "Never abandon me, please, I belong to you, now."


"But I am yours, my love."






When at last I saw them together again, they both were as if transformed. They were so beautiful, and what now united them was almost tangible. 


A radiant Malik, as soon as he saw me, asked: "Where is my father? I have to tell him that Iskandar and I are now one. Forever."


"Be happy, my boys. And may Allah bless and protect you as he blessed and protected the love between Amin and I. I am deeply glad for you both."


While I was saying these words, Amin reached us and immediately Malik shared with him his joy. His father embraced him tight, then embraced Iskandar and said to him:


"As long as you and Malik love each other, you will be to me and to Nadim as a son. I want a great feast to be held to celebrate this happiest of days!"






All through the feast the two boys were radiant and had eyes only for each other. There was a deep rivalry each to attend to the other.


At one point I heard Malik saying to Iskandar: "... because all I have is yours, I told you..."


"But you have duties to carry out with your wives. And I do not want to ask you not to meet your other lovers any more. I understand when you say that I am the most important for you, and I am grateful. But that does not means the the others no longer exist!"


"I agree. But what now appeals to me is just what I can share with you."


I intervened in curiosity and asked them what they were discussing. Amin also approached. 


So Malik explained: "I said to my lover that my wives and lovers will be also his own, or I will renounce them."


"But... Slaves are one thing, but at least for the free people you must see if they agree to share their pleasure with Iskandar..." Amin objected.


Malik quietly smiled: "That is true, father. But if they do not agree, they will no longer be with me. And also, if Iskandar is not interested in some of them, I too will no more be interested in them. Father, there is another thing I am thinking about. All the children that are borne by my women, I do not want them to be only mine, but also of my beloved... That is, I mean, I do not want it to be possible to say they are born from his or my seed. So we will unite on the same day with the same woman..."


Amin and I laughed and his father said to him, in a good natured way: "It will be easily determined! You are so physically different, you are dark and he is blond...Do you not think you are exaggerating just a little?"


"Not at all. Moreover is it not said: the children of the European slaves of the shaikh Muhammar are not so easily and clearly distinguished from the children of the other concubines or wives. It does not seem so strange to me what I am saying, if it is true that Iskandar and I love each other above all other things," Malik said in a voice both serious and passionate.


So I said: "It is a possible solution... Why does Iskandar seem not to accept it?"


"It does not seems fair to me that Malik's life should be so changed because of me..."


"You do not change me at all, my loved one! And about changing my life, it was radically changed the first time I saw you, changed in a stupendous way, thanks to you, now that I know that you too love me. So I leave the choice to you: or both of us, or just us."


Then Amin said to Iskandar: "This proposition of Malik could be a good solution. I did not want anybody else at my side other than Nadim and this created some problems. You see, the position of two men loving each other, in our society, confronts them with not a few problems. Not so much the sexual intercourse between two men: this is diffused enough, notwithstanding that our ulama and mullah say it is not allowed. Sexual intercourse between soldiers, and not just in war time, or between an adult and a boy, or for us powerful people even an harem of slave boys, is something rather common. But when there is a strong, real love, the problems arise. People seem not to understand it, not to admit it. So you have to find your own solution, my boys, and then defend it with all the means at your disposal. But the real problem is not what the others might say, if you are prudent. Women and what happens inside the closed doors of the harem can easily remain a secret, and usually servants and friends do not constitute a serious problem. The important thing is that the solution you find can give full satisfaction to both of you and does not hurt anyone. Now, the solution suggested by Malik, even if very different from the one Nadim and I chose, seems to me sensible."


Iskandar said: "But I remain the sole arbiter of the situation! Malik, before I answer your proposition, tell me: I feel sure about your love for me but you, to what point can you feel sure of my love?"


"Totally. You gave up a return to your homeland, for me. You gave yourself to me."


"But if one day I change my mind? If at some time in the future I wish to leave you?"


"I would feel terrible, but I would do nothing to prevent you from doing so. I hope and trust that you are at my side forever with love, or it would be better for us to part now."


"Today I feel certain I want to be yours forever, but sometimes a man's heart changes..."


"Unhappily, I too could change. I can only hope and pray this will never happen. Man is really a man until all his being is in harmony. But if his heart goes mad, he is no more a man. It happens, some times. Who can say it will never happen? But you cannot live in fear of a vague possibility. So it is better not to think of that and to try to live in the best possible way... Did I answer your question, Iskandar?"


"Yes, Malik, thank you. I hope I never become mad, to use your term. And meanwhile I want to live in full harmony with you. So I will share what is yours to the last, as you wish. I too want to be one unique thing with you. Cut a man in half and you just have a corpse. I do not want to be cut away from you."






So the two youths shared everything, down to the smallest things. The wives and the harem women did not create any problem, neither did their friends or the servants. The two youths shared their clothes, their food, every smallest experience and their happiness was so evident that even a blind man could see it!


Iskandar asked to be circumcised and embraced the true faith. Amin, after that, decided to proclaim Iskandar co-heir to the throne with Malik, as his son requested. The Council initially was perplexed, divided. But Amin was unyielding and in the end the Council accepted this decision.


After the ceremony, when alone with me, Amin said: "I have been thinking very much about our two boys and about us two. Iskandar will one day be shaikh together with Malik. But you are just my Great Visir. Without wanting it, I had been unfair to you, my sweet love, but I want to remedy it immediately. I will send a proclamation to all our territories informing that you are Shaikh with me. It is the right thing to do."


"No, please, Amin, leave things as they are. People are already astounded having two co-heirs, and will never understand this change. There is really no difference, and we know that. But to the others it will seem strange. Some will think you are my puppet, that I have aims I do not have..."


"Who cares about what the people think? I feel this to be fair, allow me to do it."


"If to you it is important, my beloved, I will not oppose you. But I want you to know that for me nothing changes, be I shaikh or slave, unless I have your love."


"Good. Tomorrow it will be announced that this shaikhdom has two shaikhs, just as it has two heirs. History will talk about us..."






I here close this manuscript. I commenced it with a dedication to my Lord. I close it dedicating it to our two heirs.







This is the story of a little, dreamer donkey breeder

that became shaikh through love.

This is the story of a powerful Shaikh

that for love shared his throne.


This is the story of the power of love,

that does not know, nor care,

for barriers of age or sex,

race or social origins,


because love is a gift from Allah:

be always praised His Name,

His Power,

and all His Gifts.







Nadim ibn Jussuf el Saum








THE END








GLOSSARY






Arab alphabet: 

Alif Baa Taa Thaa Jiim Hhaa Khaa Daal Raa Zaay Siin Shiin S'saad Ddaad Ttaa Z'zaa 'Ayn Ghayn Faa Qaaf Kaaf Laam Miim Nuun Haa Waaw Yaa

There are different way to transliterate Arabic to Latin characters. I used the transliteration system of Mr. Penacchini, an Italian Expert of classical Arabic. Often Arab letters were used instead of numbers to divide the several parts of a text.


People names:

Important people names were often written as: -----ibn----el---- where IBN means "son of" and "EL" (sometimes also AL, and in turk UL) is an article after what comes or the place of birth, or the place where the person lived or also an attribute like "the great", "the severe" or "the tall" and so on. Hence, for instance, Nadim ibn Yussuf el Saum is:
Nadim = personal name; ibn Yussuf = son of Yussuf (=Joseph); el Saum = (born in) the Saum (mountain)


Dates:

Muslims count the years from the Ajirah, the flight of Muhammad (the Prophet) from Mecca to Medina, in the Julian Calendar July 16th, 622. To find the correspondence between the dates you have to use the following formula:

[image: calendar]

Therefore the year 1102 of the Ajirah corresponds to our 1690 A.D. circa.






Al Qur'an:

the Koran = the sacred book of Islam; in Muslim belief, it contains revelations made to Muhammad by Allah.


Badaawin:

Bedouin. Badaawi= desert dweller. Badaawin is the plural. Men of any of the nomadic desert tribes of Arabia, Syria or North Africa.


Bazaar:

= market. Market or street of shops and stalls, especially in Middle Eastern countries.


Dhimmi:

Counsellor. Honorific title bestowed by the Khalifa to prominent people.


Diwaan:

Divan = bundle of paper. Council room or audience chamber, used in the
Ottoman Empire. A very beautiful and famous example is the "Small Diwaan" in the Topkapy Palace in Istanbul.


Fallahin:

fellahin. Fallah = farmer, paesant. Fallahin is the plural of fallah.


Faqir:

fakir = poor. A member of a Muslim holy sect who lives by begging. Also any muslim itinerant beggar, often reputed to perform marvels.


Hajj:

Pilgrimage to Mecca; a duty any male muslim has to accomplish at least once in his life.


Hammam:

= turkish bath. A place for baths where the bather, after a period of heavy perspiration in a room of hot steam, is washed, massaged and cooled by another bather or by specialized personnel.


Harem:

= prohibited. Is the part of a Muslim household in which the women live, often watched by an eunuch (gelded male) and where, apart from the house owner, adult males cannot enter.


Imam:

= to walk before, to precede. Guide, leader. The leader of prayer in a Muslim mosque. Equivalent to a Christian Bishop.


Karuan Saraai:

Caravansary = inn for caravans. Is a kind of inn normally not close to towns, where caravans stop for the night. It is normally a large central court, surrounded by porches for the animals and on the first floor rooms for the travelers. Sometimes at the center there is also a small mosque.


Khalifa:

Caliph = successor. Supreme ruler. Title taken by Mohammed's successors as secular and religious heads of Islam.


Khan:

another word for caravansary (see)


Masjid:

The mosque = place of adoration, temple. Often there is a big chandelier, ring shaped, holding tents of lanterns, hanging from the central dome from where it is suspended by chains.


Meddah:

traveling story teller. Often they sing their tales that are normally in verses.


Minaret:

A high and slender tower attached to a mosque, with one or more projecting balconies, often ring shaped, from which a muezzin calls the people to prayer. Important mosques can have several minarets surrounding them.


Muazzim:

muezzin = the proclaimer. The crier that calls people to prayer five times per day. He also takes care of the mosque, and is equivalent to a Christian church sacristan.


Mullah:

= master. Muslim teacher or interpreter of the religious law. Equivalent to a Christian "moral theologian" or to a priest.


'Omar:

is a male name. Omar (without the prior apostrophe) means "donkey" hence arabs often made puns on those two words. Nadim seems not to use such puns, but sometimes arab jokes are very subtle...


Shah:

=ruler. Title equivalent to king. The Persian shah was called Shahinshah, that is king of kings, hence Emperor.


Shaikh:

Sheik = old man. The chief of an Arab family, tribe or village, a ruler. A local Lord.


Sultan:

= ruler. A Muslim ruler. Title of the monarch of Turkey.


Ulama:

= wise man. In the Islamic world designates a judge and doctor in theology and religious jurisprudence. Equivalent to the Saint Inquisition Judges of old Catholic Church.


Visir:

vizier = bearer of burdens. Is a State Minister. A Great Visir is like a Prime Minister.


Waadi:

wady = channel of a river. A water course that is dry, except during the rainy season.


Yenicheri:

janizary. Turk: yeni=new and cheri=soldier: the new troops. A soldier (a former slave, quite always a foreigner) in the turkish Sultan's Body Guard. This Guard, established in the 14th century, was abolished in 1862 AD.
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