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An Introduction,

in which we are once again ushered into the world of marvels.

Ah. Many of you have come back for another of our tales.

Those of you who were here before know of my compatriot’s story of the two Sinbads, full of marvels and dangers, but a tale in which all comes right in the end. Yes, yes, dear fellow, except of course for that unfortunate business with the Queen of the Apes. But that is all behind you now, or so we shall all most fervently hope. You appear, quite frankly, to be almost completely recov­ered.

But on with the business that brings us all here. Today I will tell you a second tale, one filled with such wonders and terrors that it shall make brave Sinbad’s previous story seem like the slightest of rumors whispered in the wind.

So it is that I, too, shall return to that time before time, when Baghdad, whose towers seem to be made from the light of the sky and the colors of the dawn rather than common mud and clay, was the greatest city in all the earth. But this is a tale of other lands as well, with dark and forbidding forests so large that they hold trees equal to one hundred times the entire population of Persia, places so great that they might hide the best and worst of men and beasts. And my tale shall travel even farther still, past great and searing deserts, where lurk those wild things banned from all the cities of men, and where both man and beast might go made from heat and thirst.

But my story is more than a simple catalogue of the strange and the terrifying. It is the tale of a certain man, of humble bearing and modest occupation, named Ali Baba, and how a chance encounter led him to great wealth and even greater danger.

Aha! I hear certain of you cry. This is the tale of the Forty Thieves! And yes, this is the tale of the Exactly Forty Thieves, and how they fell upon hard times with their Greater Caravan Redistribution Program. What, do you ask, do I mean by exactly? And what did the thieves do to all those caravans?

Perhaps you do not know the true story of the forty thieves, after all, including the interference of certain djinn and items of exceptional magic. Perhaps you would be better served if you ceased your chatter and began to listen. Perhaps you have even guessed that my name is indeed Ali Baba, and, especially you noisy lot in the back, perhaps you forget that I once was one of the most talented of woodcutters, and have retained a facility for the exacting use of exceedingly sharp instruments.

That is much better. A storyteller needs to hear his own voice. I shall begin.

And please, this time, no giggling during the dramatic passages.


BOOK THE FIRST:

being

ALI BABA’S STORY


Chapter the First,

in which we find there is more to a woodcutter’s lot than a pile of logs.

Every man, it is said, has his destiny, and it is a wise man who accepts what is written for him. Ah, but there is a catch upon that very line, for what man can find that scrap of parchment upon which his own destiny is writ?

So it was that a certain poor woodcutter did eke out his existence in a certain city in the most distant corner of Persia, ignorant of the great events that were soon to shape his life in unexpected and even extremely unlikely directions. And that humble yet industrious woodcutter was named Ali Baba.

Now, Ali Baba was the younger of two sons, and when his father had passed from this world, the elder bequeathed all of his earthly goods upon the older of the two, whose name was Kassim. This was, of course, the accepted custom in that place and time, as it remains today. And the younger son did well to accept this, for his father was not a wealthy man, and the humble should not become bitter because custom should turn against them.

But this newfound wealth was not enough for Kassim, and the elder brother squandered those coins like a man might pour water into the desert sands, until he, too, was forced to seek employment. And even in this regard was he none too prudent, for he fell in with certain bad company, and began to run certain errands and perform certain services for a certain house of extremely low repute. But still did Ali Baba keep silent, and continue to go about his menial business without complaint.

So it was that Ali Baba pursued his woodcutting, day in and day out, collecting vast and back-breaking quantities of wood in the wild forest beyond the city, receiving calluses upon his palms and splinters in his fingers, facing constant threats from wild bandits and wilder beasts, so that he might eke out the most meager of existences. And Kassim, who appeared to do what little labor was expected of him in the middle of the night, would loll about the house during the day and call to his many servants for scented water to cool his brow. But Ali Baba thought little of his brother’s lot, even though his brother happened to live directly next door to Ali Baba’s poor hovel, and although his brother’s actual lot was far larger than the pitiful few feet of property that Ali Baba, his wife, and the one single servant that they could afford were crowded upon, and further that Kassim seemed to have loud and vociferous gatherings that lasted far into the night, depriving Ali Baba of much-needed sleep.

But still did the modest woodcutter not object. So humble and hardworking was this man, in fact, that he barely noticed the dozens upon dozens of petty affronts and nagging oversights on the part of his less-than-perfect brother that might cause him to object. Of course, should I dwell upon this unpleasant matter, there is one small example that happens to come to mind. It is a certain incident concerning an evening pleasant in all respects. At least it was pleasant at first, before the actions of the jet-black stallions of Kassim’s superior (whose true name was Goha, but whom all called One Thumb, since the thumb which once rested upon his left hand rested there no more, having been separated from the remainder of his flesh by a particularly sharp scimitar during a particularly heated discussion concerning the disposition of certain women of that household over which he held dominion) as they wandered away from Kassim’s gateway. And these stallions did happen to poke their heads through a space in Ali Baba’s fence, and they further did happen to sample the finest young vegetables from the man’s small yet tidy garden. And further, in the manner of horses everywhere, as did they eat, so did they defecate, so that their offal covered the usually spotless stone path that led to Ali Baba’s gate. Therefore, when Ali Baba arose the next morning, even before the dawn, so that he might drive his mules the incredibly great distance into that portion of the dangerous forest where the best wood might be found, he discovered these twin disasters.

But was the noble woodcutter upset at the loss of his vegetables, without which he would be hard-pressed to feed his household a balanced, if undeniably meager, diet? But was the humble Ali Baba embittered because his front walk was now heavily soiled and odoriferous?

Well, we shall leave such questions for the sages, for at that exact moment the unassuming Ali Baba, truly a prince among paupers, did indeed espy his brother, Kassim, traversing his nearby gate. And so meek of manner was the woodcutter that he did not wish to draw the degree of attention to these recent upsetting matters as some might have found necessary.

“Good brother!” was instead his greeting.

“What is it now?” Kassim responded shortly. “Can you not see that I am a busy man?”

And indeed, Ali Baba was uncertain whether he wished to make his brother busier still. Yet did he feel that such business, once begun, was best done with. So it was that he stated: “There are two things that have come to my notice.” And with that statement, he pointed at the vegetable garden, a patch of ground where vegetables now grew no more.

His brother glanced hurriedly at the disturbed earth. “From the looks of your garden, it is wise that your primary trade lies in woodcutting,” was Kassim’s jovial reply.

But was the meek Ali Baba prepared to stand idly by and silently accept his brother’s ill-considered humor? Perhaps not, for the woodcutter further stated: “But the deed was done by Goha’s horses.” And, as proof of this statement, he pointed to the overly fragrant mounds upon the walk.

At this Kassim frowned, and wrinkled his large and ill-shaped nose. “Why has this not been removed? It is bad enough that you must live in such close quarters. You should be careful that your habits do not further sully the neighborhood.” And with that his brother wheeled about, and marched away with that imperious stride so cultivated by the well-to-do.

But was the simple Ali Baba, so much purer in spirit than his brother in so many ways, put out in the least by his brother’s selfishness and lack of understanding? But was the righteous Ali Baba ready to take this earthenware cup that is now in his hands and smash it into bits against this nearby tent pole? Was the always courteous Ali Baba about to take this parchment before him and shred it into tiny pieces, wishing each piece were a part of his brother’s—

Oh, dear. You must excuse me. I was temporarily carried away by my tale. Why are you shifting your position? You are certainly not considering leaving. I am but setting the stage for the great events to come. Perhaps Sinbad is correct, and I should tell the tale more directly.

Where are you going? I have not even told you about the Curse of the Contrary Wishes, or the awesome discovery I made upon National Djinni Day. And I have not breathed the first word about the Palace of Beautiful Women,

Ah, that is much better. I believe I have done enough to set the stage, and shall proceed—yes, most rapidly—to the point at which the true action began, and I realized that my life would be changed forever.

What is that? Oh, yes, the Palace of Beautiful Women. Well, I shall comment upon that eventually.


Chapter the Second,

in which we again attempt to determine wherein lies the truth of the tale.

So it was that the hardworking Ali Baba found himself chopping the sturdiest wood from the darkest part of the forest, a place so dense with undergrowth that it seemed to be twilight at noon, and every shadow appeared to produce a further shadow of its own. Ali Baba was understandably disquieted by his surround­ings, but he also knew that the wood that he cut would bring a good price at market, so that he might provide adequately for his wife and children.

But the sun shifted beyond a nearby hill, and the afternoon became no brighter than the onset of evening. The wind increased in volume, bringing with it the growling cry of some forest predator. Ali Baba redoubled his efforts, wondering if any amount of effort might be worth the loss of his life. It was little wonder, then, that he jumped and hit his head upon that tree branch when he heard the approach of a great many horses.

Did I say a great many? He quickly ran from the path as the earth shook with their approach. As they passed his hiding place within the dense forest thicket, Ali Baba further heard the sounds of coarse laughter and the sort of language one did not generally associate with the upper echelons of polite society. So full of entirely understandable trepidation was he that he almost com­pletely forgot about the bump upon his head, and remained as completely still as a living being might within his place of concealment.

But still did the shaking of the earth become greater, so that Ali Baba could no longer distinguish between the movement beneath his feet and the quaking of his own form at what transpired. For, just beyond the thicket, he could now see the horses gallop past in twos and threes. And upon every horse there rode a man clothed in robes as dark as a storm at night. Ali Baba silently counted as they passed, and when he could see nothing more but a dissipating cloud of dust, he had enumerated fully forty horses and forty riders.

Perhaps, he thought, his most prudent course of action would be to turn away and gather together his mules (which he had tied to a group of trees at some little distance), and thereupon he and his mules should remove themselves from the immediate region as quickly as their legs could carry them. But, as the wise man has often said, scrutiny may squash the swiftest Simba. So it was with the woodcutter, who, as he absently rubbed the tender spot atop his head, knew that he might never rest until he discovered what such a group of fearsome men were doing in this remote corner of the forest.

Therefore, in order to learn further the ways of the coarse and the dark-robed, Ali Baba turned himself about, and saw that all forty men had stopped their steeds in a nearby clearing by the side of a steep hill. Having dismounted, all pulled bags of foodstuffs and water skins from one side of their horses. But then, with a signal from the man at the front of their ranks (who Ali Baba reasoned must have been their leader), the thirty-nine remaining freed those bags from the other side of their saddles. And, from the way these bags clanked as they hit the dry earth, and the effort that it took for the forty men to carry these sacks, Ali Baba guessed that that baggage must be filled with gold and other items of value.

Some of the men did then turn around, and Ali Baba ever so carefully looked out of his hiding place to get a better idea of what manner of man carried this sort of gold. What he regarded next did not give him ease, for every man seemed to wear a great beard parted in the middle and curled to either side. What truly gave them a fierce appearance, however, was the density of those beards, with hair so thick that each beard rose almost to that man’s eyeballs. Not that Ali Baba could see truly those eyeballs, for these men did squint and scowl as if each one had a less pleasant disposition than his brother.

There could be but one conclusion. This gold that these men carried could never be the result of honest labor. Ali Baba was therefore spying upon bandits of the worst sort. Once again did the woodcutter resolve not to invite any of those assembled before him for any social occasion whatsoever.

“Gather around!” their leader called in a particularly rasping and uncultured voice. “We shall pass quickly into our hiding place!”

Their leader then walked toward a large rock set at the back of the clearing, a rock as tall as three men and equally wide. It was while still facing that rock that the bandit leader spoke the following words:

“Open, Sesame!”

Ali Baba did not marvel greatly on these strange words at first, for his mind was occupied with wondering which side of that dense wood would serve as the bandits’ hiding place. But to his amazement, their destination was no part of the wood at all. He instead heard a great grinding noise, and saw the great rock roll aside, revealing a deep cave within the hillside beyond.

None of the bandits before him remarked upon this occurrence at all, as if a great boulder’s independent movement were as common as the spit of a camel. Instead, they once again carried their burdens forward into the newly revealed cave, groaning and complaining a bit at the weight of their parcels, and insulting each other in such a way that it fully reasserted their low breeding.

So surprised was Ali Baba at this amazing occurrence that he almost stepped forth from his hiding place. He did lean as far forward as the brambles would let him, and therefore was privileged to hear two further words from deep within the cavern.

“Close, Sesame!”

And with that, the great boulder promptly rolled back into its place to hide the cave beyond.

What was this wonderful enchantment, where great rocks would move at the simple mention of an agricultural product? Ali Baba was so overwhelmed that it took him a moment to realize how entangled he had become in the briars, and a moment beyond that to panic at the thought that he might not be able to untangle himself before the bandits reemerged. Thus did he spend the next few minutes freeing his clean but simple clothing from its briar captivity, while at the same time attempting not to picture the many sharply curved scimitars he had seen hanging at the waists of the men in black.

Yet Ali Baba’s fingers were as nimble as any who earned one’s keep through honest toil, and the woodcutter managed to release himself before there was any further noise from the boulder at the hillside. Yet, before he could consider what to do with his mules or those many other facets of this increasingly complex situation, the ground did once again shake around him as the great rock tumbled away from the bandits’ hideaway.

“Quickly!” the leader called to the other thieves. “We must fulfill our task, and return to the route of the caravans to collect more gold!” He clapped to hurry the others long. “Close, Sesame!”

Perhaps the leader had been a bit too fast in the pursuit of his goal, for this time the roll of the boulder was accompanied by a loud and extremely unpleasant scream.

“Something is wrong!” the bandit leader snapped.

“Oh, no,” the other bandits were quick to assure him. “Hardly anything at all.”

The leader pointed at each member of his retinue in turn as his lips moved rapidly but silently. “I do not see all thirty-nine of you!”

“Well, there is that, O bravest of brigands,” one of the others admitted.

“I believe it was Number Twenty-eight,” another ventured.

“Twenty-eight?” another mused. “He always was a little slow. Wonder he made it this far.”

“Twenty-eight?” their leader demanded. “Is he still trapped within the cave?”

“No,” one of the others replied, “he made it through the entranceway.”

“At least,” another added, “most of him did.”

“What are you saying?” their leader asked angrily. “Have we lost Number Twenty-eight?”

“Well, not precisely lost—” another of their number answered quickly.

“No,” an additional brigand elucidated. “He is simply much broader and flatter than he was previously.”

“He is also,” one of the earlier speakers added, “far more deceased.”

With that, the chief of all the brigands stumbled backward into that last small corner of light that still graced the clearing and looked off toward the heavens, his eyes catching the last rays of the setting sun in such a way that his face seemed alight with fear. His voice shook when next he spoke. “Then there are only— thirty-nine thieves?”

What, Ali Baba marveled, would be horrendous enough to make such a fearsome man know fright?

The bandit band had no answer to this question, and the whole forest seemed heavy with their silence. But that unnatural quiet would not endure for long, for their leader had become quite agitated. “Oh, woe!” he cried in the most lamenting of tones. He drew his scimitar and waved it about in the most reckless of fashions. “Heads will roll! Bellies will be slit! Limbs will be chopped off at random!”

The other thirty-eight ruffians looked nervously back and forth, and appeared to be extremely busy shifting from foot to foot and clearing their throats. Their leader jumped ever higher in the air, calling out syllables that might have been words had he not been so upset.

“Pardon, O first among thieves,” one brave outlaw ventured at last. “We do have another option.”

“Another option?” The leader waved his sword in the other speaker’s direction. “I should split you in two for the very thought! Remember, when you agreed to join this band, you were told there is no discipline here but death!”

“But”—his face took on a certain ashen quality as he continued to speak—“then we should be only thirty-eight.” Their leader laughed bitterly as he lowered his sword. “You know how luck deserts us when we number less than forty strong!”

With that, Ali Baba heard the sound of distant thunder. Hadn’t the sky been without clouds only a few minutes before?

“I bow to your superior wisdom, O cleverest of cutpurses,” the man who had spoken before answered smoothly. “It is therefore of the utmost importance that we quickly regain our full complement of forty thieves so that we might once again be blessed by those dark forces which we worship.”

“Easy enough for you to say!” The leader again laughed harshly, as if he still could not see the reason of the other. “But where might we find another thief on such short notice, especially in so dark and deserted a wood as this?”

“Well, there is that fellow hiding over there in the brambles.” The other man pointed straight at Ali Baba.

With that, half a dozen of the bandits leapt forward and dragged the very startled Ali Baba from his inadequate hiding place.

Still was the leader not convinced. The chieftain of the bandits stared at Ali Baba, his bearded gaze a mixture of surprise and skepticism, with a hearty dose of dismissal mixed within. Ali Baba, for his part, tripped and stumbled down upon the ground before them.

“This man is not even thief material!” the leader announced. “His clothing is all threadbare and covered with brambles. Furthermore, he appears to have a bloody lump upon his head, as if he has recently been hit with a blunt object.”

“A beaten man, O sultan of swipe,” the bold speaker replied. “Think how prepared he shall be for the sort of discipline you might choose to dispense for minor infractions.”

“Discipline?” said another with a frown. “I thought the only discipline was death.”

“What? You dare to question me?” the bandit leader screamed as half a dozen of his fellows leapt upon the man who had made the offending statement. “Kill him!” He paused in thought, his scimitar again poised high in the air. “No, no, that would only prove his point. His was certainly a minor infraction, it deserves a minor punishment. We shall only cut off his thumb. No, no, the little finger. And from the left hand, too! See? From this moment forward, I shall be merciful.”

Ali Baba had some trouble concentrating on the next portion of the conversation, due in large part to the screams of a certain man being shown the leader’s mercy.

“But we are impolite!” the leader remarked as he turned to the woodcutter. The leader was nothing but smiles, while Ali Baba for his part was of the opinion that he was not at present experiencing the most auspicious turn of events.

“We have not welcomed the latest member of our fearsome band,” the leader encouraged. And with that, all the remaining thieves, even the one who had very recently been deprived of a body portion, drew their scimitars and held them overhead while they let out a great cry.

“You are one of us now!” cried one of the thirty-nine.

“There is no escape!” added a second.

“You will know the life of a thief!” cheered a third.

“One destined to be hanged!” opined a fourth.

“Riches will flow through your fingers!” suggested a fifth.

“Before your hand is chopped from your wrist!” chortled a sixth.

“Gold dust will flow through your veins!” encouraged a seventh.

“If you should live to spend any of it!” mentioned an eighth.

And still did the encouragements continue to rain down upon Ali Baba, if encouragements they were, for they seemed equally divided between the loftiest of promises and the direst of threats.

“Quickly now!” their leader interrupted them at last. “Give our newest member his robes dark as the deepest cave and his sword sharp as an infant’s anger!”

“Number One likes to talk like that,” the thief who brought the robes whispered in Ali Baba’s ear as the woodcutter at last rose from his knees.

“No talking so that others cannot hear, Number Seventeen!” Number One chided. “You know how much enjoyment I garner from removing tongues!”

AH the thieves laughed at that. Perceiving that it was the socially acceptable thing to do, Ali Baba did his best to laugh as well. He also hurried to don the proffered robes, as he sensed already from his limited experience that any pause in the action might engender a corresponding change in the leader’s mood.

The leader nodded curtly when Ali Baba was dressed. “Grow your bread thickly and quickly, and all shall be well!”

Grow his beard thickly and quickly? Ali Baba thought in dismay. Although he could chop wood the equal of any man, his beard, especially upon his cheeks, tended toward the thin and scraggly. He wondered if it would be safe to mention such a difficulty, but before he could resolve his thoughts into a suitable statement, the leader had turned away.

“If I cannot grow my beard?” he instead asked the fellow who had offered Ali Baba his robes.

Number Seventeen made a slashing motion of hand across his bearded neck. “And I do not refer to the act of shaving.”

“Come, my thieves!” Number One called from where he already sat astride his horse. “The cave must be filled! There is gold to be acquired! It is time to ride! And where we travel, death and disaster are sure to follow!”

And with that all of the forty thieves minus one rushed to their horses and followed their leader at full gallop from the clearing.

It took Ali Baba some little moment of time to realize what had just occurred. A moment ago, he had been captured by a group of cutthroats and villains, and forced to join their ranks. And now, but a moment later, those same cutthroats and villains had all galloped away, leaving him alone in the clearing.

Perhaps, he thought, now would be as good a time as any to take his mules and return to his humble home. Except that it was so quiet in this clearing now. And he further was very aware of a certain nearby cave and its contents. He therefore walked up to the great rock on the side of the clearing and repeated the words of the bandit leader:

“Open, Sesame!”

And the rock did roll away, revealing a great cavern beyond. Ali Baba stepped carefully around the remains of Number Twenty-eight as he entered. But he found no mere cave within. No, instead of the rock walls and floors which he had anticipated, he found himself in the midst of rich rugs hung upon the walls and piled upon the floor, with jewel-encrusted braziers of solid gold that were still alight from the bandits’ recent departure. This place looked more like the home of a sultan than a cavern carved by nature. Truly, Ali Baba thought, this place must serve as the bandits’ home when they were not searching for gold. He stepped forward and pulled aside another rug that divided one part of the cavern from the next.

Why, was his next thought, would the bandits have any need of more gold than this? For beyond the hanging the cavern widened and deepened as well, although the woodcutter could only guess at the chamber’s vast size, for the great majority of the space was occupied by great piles of gold and precious stones.

Ali Baba’s eyes flicked from one end of the room to the other, attempting somehow to comprehend the extent of this wealth. But as fast as his eyes moved, his brain worked faster. There was so much gold in this room that surely the thieves would not notice if a bit of it was missing; say, the exact amount that could be carried by one woodcutter and six strong mules? And why shouldn’t Ali Baba take some of the gold with him, for when would he ever have occasion to run into these forty thieves again? Especially if he were to remove himself from this particular part of the forest forevermore?

These were the woodcutter’s noble though somewhat deficient thoughts as he dragged forth bag after bag of gold, two for each of his sturdy mules to carry back to the city. If he had but known of the dire consequences of his actions, well, he would have taken the valuables, anyway. After all, gold is gold, and that sort of riches doesn’t come to a woodcutter every day. But he perhaps would have been a little less cheerful about what had so recently transpired.

He could have sworn, as he left the cave for the final time, that he heard a noise, low and rumbling, like the deepest of chuckles. But it was surely the wind, he told himself, or perhaps the murmur of an underground spring.

If he had but known the true nature of his surroundings!

But Ali Baba would learn. For in one thing the bandit leader had spoken the truth. Where rode the forty thieves, death and disaster were sure to follow!


Chapter the Third,

in which the woodcutter receives a most woeful reception.

But, at this juncture at least, Ali Baba was blissfully unaware of the calamitous consequences that were soon to follow. Instead, he led his mules back into that city which served as his home, and further to the street on which his house was located, and thence before his front gate, strolling in such a fashion that no one might suspect his mules carried other than the sort of thing a woodcutter might haul from place to place. But as he pushed open the gate, he discovered that someone had bolted it from within, and panic threatened to take him by the throat, for he did not wish to call out loudly and thus draw attention to himself and his many mules.

Ali Baba paused, and breathed deep of the evening air, and swore that he would not be undone by the gate of his own exceedingly humble home. Then it was that providence graced him with an idea: What, he pondered, would happen if he once again used those magic words that had worked so well upon the gate to that cavern in the forest?

So it was that he again spoke those words, though much more softly this time, since the hour was growing late and he wished his neighbors not to overhear him, for more reasons than one. Still, he said the words clearly enough.

“Open, Sesame!”

And with that the gate unbolted and swung open.

He quickly led his mules within the courtyard, and as soon as the last of the asses had entered, softly but firmly remarked, “Close, Sesame!” and the gate did swing shut, and the bolt was once again thrown into place, as if by magic. These, Ali Baba reflected, were indeed words of power.

However, the woodcutter had little time for reflection, for his wife ran out into their insubstantial courtyard, crying in strident tones. “How did you enter the gate? It should have been locked.

Oh, woe! Our humble home has been broken into and our few meager possessions are forfeit!”

Ali Baba felt so blessed at that moment that even his wife’s lamentations could not restrain his spirit. “Ho, my beloved!” he said instead. “This courtyard is so small, you may view all of it without turning your head. Do you see anything missing from your view?”

She frowned as her eyes darted back and forth to take their inventory. “No, over there is the bucket with the hole in it, and the rake missing half its prongs. And yonder is our one-legged chicken and our sickly goat. I suppose we still do retain all our worldly possessions. Not that they amount to anything.”

At a different time, Ali Baba would do nothing but agree with her. But now he had a dozen sacks of gold and jewels that weighed heavily upon his mind.

“Come, wife,” he said instead, “and do not dwell upon our poor lot in life, for our lot has changed.” With that, he patted the nearest of the bulging sacks strapped to the mules. The sack did its part by making a satisfyingly hearty chinking sound.

His wife’s reaction was, at first, every bit as gratifying as the sound of the gold, for her mouth fell open as wide as an old man’s yawn. Soon, however, her wits returned to her, and with those wits some idea of what the bags contained and, even more, how those contents might have been obtained.

“Oh, woe!” she therefore announced in her best wail. “A life of doing naught but chopping wood has snapped your reason, and you have turned to robbery!” She pulled convulsively at her ragged shawl. “All is lost when a woodcutter goes bad!”

But the addition of so much gold to his possessions had put a shine upon Ali Baba’s attitude, and he could do nothing but smile at the continued fretting of his bride. “Nothing could be further from the truth, O wife. Come, let us unload the gold, and I shall tell you how I stumbled upon it.”

Once again did his wife’s mouth open as the clever Ali Baba recounted his adventure with the forty thieves, and the rock that rolled to an enchantment, and the cavern that was filled with gold. And, when he was done with his story, his wife praised his feats and further praised providence for showing her husband this ill-gotten wealth so that it could be removed from those men of low breeding and given to someone who truly deserved it.

But then did the woodcutter’s wife hesitate, and frown again. “Oh, woe!” she cried, looking at the dozen sacks of gold before her. “You have brought me a pile of gold, but not given a moment’s thought of where to put it! Now will my frail, poverty-weakened muscles be forced to lift those heavy sacks and find someplace to hide them from inquisitive neighbors, not to mention certain authorities who might question the manner in which they were obtained!”

Ali Baba had to admit that some of his wife’s worries were valid. But so filled with energy was he by his good fortune that he found himself filled with ideas as well, such as the next one that came from his lips:

“Wife, you have often complained about the unevenness of the kitchen floor, and how it has a tendency to turn into the worst sort of mud when there is any amount of rain whatsoever. What if we were to bury the gold within the kitchen’s confines so that you might have a firmer foundation under your feet?”

Ali Baba’s suggestion seemed to calm his wife’s nerves, if only for a few seconds. “Oh; woe!” she remarked. “Then we are to bury the gold without any idea of how much you have obtained?” She wrung her hands and looked upward to the sky. “It is just like a man not to consider one’s budget!”

Now, Ali Baba was a man who knew great patience. But the most peaceful river must at some point meet the mighty ocean. So it was that he stated in a somewhat more forceful voice: “But it will take more days than there are in summer to count all this gold!”

But still was his wife unconvinced. “Perhaps this is so. But there must be some way to measure all this great wealth. Otherwise, how will we ever determine the children’s inheritance? Surely, if we cannot count every piece of gold within those sacks, we can at least measure its bulk and through that determine the extent of our wealth.”

Ali Baba admitted that perhaps it would be wise to consider the future. He further realized that he would need to get some sleep at some point in his life, and so he acceded to his wife’s wishes.

“It is a pleasure to obey so clever a husband,” she replied. And, since the woodcutter’s household was far too poor to own so sophisticated an instrument as a common measure, she thereupon walked over to the fence that the household shared with their next-door neighbor, who also happened to be Ali Baba’s brother, Kassim.

Now, as you may recall from earlier in my tale, Kassim inherited by far the greater share of their father’s wealth, and despite squandering almost all of these monies in base pursuits, had still retained a home of some size and elegance, and had further been wed to a woman who had some common association with his less-than-reputable employer.

Despite their proximity, the two households had little immedi­ate contact, primarily due to certain misplaced ideas concerning superiority and social standing among those members of Kassim’s family. Nonetheless, well did Ali Baba and his wife know that they would witness the arrival of Kassim’s wife once every evening, as she would come to their common fence at that moment when she was looking for a handy place to throw the remains of her family’s evening meal.

So it was that Ali Baba’s wife took herself to that far corner of the yard as the woodcutter dragged the heavy sacks within the confines of the kitchen. Once there he alerted their only slave, for they were so poor that they could afford but one, that he would need her assistance in digging a sizable pit.

As he created the hiding place, it soon came to pass that Kassim’s wife reached the fence where stood his wife, and, although the two women spoke at the very end of the courtyard, still was the courtyard so miserably small that Ali Baba could hear their every word. So he listened while his wife lamented that his household had no measure, and he further heard with even more interest the remarkably sultry tones of Kassim’s wife as she remarked that she would see what she might uncover. He again thought, as he dug, of the shame that such a comely form and enticing demeanor as those held by his brother’s wife had to be combined with such low breeding!

But his wandering mind deafened him to the true meaning beyond the other woman’s words. Oh, if only he had known of Kassim’s wife’s subterfuge, and the dire consequences that would soon ensue! Still, were that the case, the story would end here, and be nowhere near as filled with danger and magic. But certain major players within this drama might also have remained among the living.

Ali Baba instead returned to his pit as he heard his wife explain that the digging noise must surely be coming from the next yard over. Their plot of land was so miserably small. Noise carried so well on summer evenings. But couldn’t she fetch the measure for them?

“Anything,” came the other woman’s deep-throated reply, “for the wife of that strong and manly woodcutter.”

Ali Baba redoubled his digging as he heard the neighbor’s voice fade with distance. This had been a trying day, he realized, and he would feel better to free his mind of errant thoughts and be done with his labors.

If he had but realized that the morrow would be far worse!


Chapter the Fourth,

in which we recall the importance of a good memory.

Still it was far into the night before Ali Baba could find his rest, as he continued to dig, his wife measured, and their young slave, Marjanah, laid the gold within the ditch for hour after hour. And, even when their labor was complete, the weary woodcutter could not rest for long, for he perceived that he should still rise at first light, as was his habit, and go about his business as if he had not recently found a sultan’s ransom in gold. Truly, thought Ali Baba, this accumulation of vast wealth was not all that he had imagined.

So did he arise with first cock crow, and taking his mules with him, he did depart to another forest on the far side of the city from that dense wood where the forty thieves kept their cache of gold. And, as was his fashion, he soon became involved with the cutting and binding of twigs and those other aspects of the lumberman’s art, so that the day passed with reasonable speed. Still was Ali Baba greatly fatigued from his labors of the night before, so that, when he saw a cloud cover the sun, he decided it was enough of a sign of rain for him to finish his work for the day and return to his household.

So it was that, weary of muscle, blood, and bone, he and his mules returned to that home which
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