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Sultan Khat Mosahn III was far more cruel than even his two predecessors. Though he reigned only 365 days—a calendar year—his reign produced more horrors than are typically found in an entire decade in a kingdom many times as large. This cruelty, unlike that of most tyrants, was varied, ingenious, and revealed a certain thoughtful artistry. The tortures which he visited upon his people were recorded, in all their horrific variety, by a young castrato, who also took pains to record details about the screams emitted, the time elapsing before death, and ideas which the sultan had about how both could be increased.

In addition to this castrato, Mosanh also made use of a council of eleven sorcerers to aid him in his awful tortures—one sorcerer for each of the districts covered by his dominion. By means of these sorcerers, it is said, the sultan communed with demons, angels, djinni, and animals, as well as with elementals of fire, air, water, and stone, and with other beings still more unusual which should not be thought about excessively lest they gain the power to steal flesh and walk about in the world of men causing mischief.

By far the sultan’s most distinctive cruelties were to be found in his two gardens, one for men and one for women. (Though the sultan made tireless efforts in this direction, he could never get children to survive the preparations necessary for “planting” in a garden, and so, with great reluctance, he limited the number of his gardens to two.) In both these gardens, the procedure was the same: the person to be tortured was first subjected to a nine-day ordeal of starvation and numerous small mutilations at the hands of the sultan’s captains. During this process, the victim’s body was liberally rubbed with foreign ointments and leaves with potent magical properties, and the sultan’s eleven sorcerers called upon demon allies to maximize the victim’s agony and to prepare them for the next procedure. At the end of nine days, the victim was buried neck-deep in the appropriate garden, in soil impregnated with various occult substances and inhabited by a variety of grubs, centipedes, mites, and worms drawn from all over the world, many of which derived nutriment from human flesh.

The victim would receive nothing to drink in this garden except the urine of his captors and nothing whatsoever to eat. For days on end, the various small creatures inhabiting the soil would gnaw away at the victim’s body, bit by bit by bit, opening innumerable tiny apertures in the victim’s skin, flesh, and organs. As the specially treated soil entered more and more of these minute orifices, sending its occult poisons into the victim’s blood, the final torment would emerge. The boundary between the victim’s flesh and the soil around it began to disappear, so that the various insects and arachnids and myriapods tenanting the soil could pass unimpeded from one end of the body to the other, with every scuttling leg and nibbling mandible and twitching antenna felt by the frantic victim. Short hours later, the death so devoutly prayed for would at last mercifully arrive. 

The men’s garden was a grid of 36 squares. The weeping, shrieking, begging, and sunburned faces of the captives had but three cubits separating them, so that each victim could hear the prolonged lamentation of those all around him. But there was one “plant” in the sultan’s garden who did not scream—who, in fact, sat silently in his plot of earth, gnawed at by soft grubs and hatchet-mandibled beetles and multi-elbowed spiders, a joyful and serene smile spread across his face.

His name is lost to history. According to rumors of dubious reliability, he had previously been a member of the sultan’s council of sorcerers, or perhaps a slave or scribe of one of these august monsters. At night, the placid grin illuminating this man’s face would relax slightly, and he would tilt his eyes to the heavens as though contemplating the stars. Because of this habit, the astonished men tasked with “watering” the garden came to know him as The Astrologer.

As the days wore on, these guards noticed something else about the Astrologer besides his silent smile: day by day his head was growing larger. At first, the guards would laugh and blame a particularly nasty species of burrowing wasp occasionally found in these parts, whose sting had been seen to cause extraordinary swelling. But the swelling did not ever decrease, occurred uniformly all over the Astrologer’s head, and bore no obvious marks indicating a mandible or stinger. The guards then theorized that perhaps one of the tubes that led down from the man’s skull to his body had become clogged with soil, yielding the sort of prodigious and uniform swelling sometimes found in hydrocephalics. This might also explain the man’s beatific grin, as some forms of brain-swelling were known to accompany idiocy. But by the end of two weeks of silent grinning, the Astrologer had long outlived every single other denizen of the sultan’s garden, and his head now reached as high as his guards’ hips, with each of his eyes as big as the largest melon. Belatedly, the guards decided it might be best to tell the Council of Sorcerers about this marvel and see what they had to say about it.

The next day, the sorcerers examined the head, astonished at its longevity, placidity, and size. They all agreed that no insight into this horror could be gained without digging it up and examining the body as a whole, but none dared attempt this without the sultan’s permission. And so, as the massive head in the garden sat staring directly in front of it, smiling, the eleven sorcerers left to take counsel with their ruler.

That very night the sultan himself, not believing his wise men, came to the garden himself to see this mystery, along with his faithful castrato, who took careful notes, now unfortunately lost. The sorcerers explained their various theories to the sultan and explained why a satisfactory answer to this mystery could only be obtained by digging up this odd “plant” and examining it in detail. But the tyrant merely laughed at them. “Isn’t it obvious?!” he demanded. “This being is not a man at all! It has been placed here to anger me, and to tempt me into foolish action!” But the guards, speaking with the utmost respect and terror, reluctantly reminded the sultan that during his first week in the garden, the Astrologer had screamed and begged and prayed just as fervently as any other plant. Only on the morning of the eighth day had he left off his supplicating and begun to smile. The sultan merely spat. “Pour Kingly Water on the damnable thing,” he snarled, referring to a corrosive liquid powerful enough to reduce a man’s face to a foaming, smoking skull in half an hour. 

But at that moment the Astrologer spoke, the immense lips parting to produce the most melodious voice ever heard in the kingdom. “Great ruler of men,” he said, “please hear my words before you dissolve me. For I have prayed to all the gods of sky and earth for days and nights, and these many lords of creation have given me a great boon: the ability to perceive events yet to come.”

The sultan and his men were shaken to their cores by the glorious voice of the Astrologer, so like a bell in its clarity, loud enough to be heard for a parasang in any direction, and so mellifluous that none present wanted it ever to stop. The Astrologer continued. “If Your Divine Majesty would but see fit to procure me a handful of dried figs and a sip of wine to quench my great thirst, it would be my pleasure to share with you my knowledge of one such future event. If it is found that I have been wrong or untruthful, you will of course do with me as you wish. But if my knowledge of Your Divine Majesty’s future is found to be true, then you may reward me in whatever way your prodigious sagacity and kindness may suggest.”

After a few moments of astonished thought, the sultan ordered that the Astrologer be brought his requested meal of figs and wine. The massive eyes rolled back in pleasure, each covered by a lid as large as a window-blind. Once the sound of satisfied swallowing had finished reverberating, the Astrologer sighed contentedly and opened his eyes again. “The king’s oldest cousin is now pregnant. Once her pregnancy is discovered, she will claim the child to be the king’s. This will begin a period of violent struggle endangering Your Divine Majesty’s throne.” As the dulcet echoes of the mighty voice stilled, silence was heard all around. Every plant in the Garden of Pain, hypnotized by the beauty of the Astrologer’s voice, had fallen silent, tears of joy streaming from every eye. The Astrologer gazed up at the dusk-darkened sky, allowed his lips to relax into a placid smile, and said nothing further. The sultan, visibly perturbed, mounted his immense horse and rode away without a word, followed by his castrato, his sorcerers, and his retinue of bodyguards.
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