A FO0L’S PARADISE

The Caliph‘s palace was something out of a video based on the ancient Arabian Nights. In the centre of the high-vaulted pavilion dozens of naked dancing girls gyrated with multicoloured silks and satin streamers. Though they had to pause occasionally to kick away a spectator who wandered too close, the dancers never missed a beat. Crowding the circular attendance hall, besotted merchants with bulging purses and bulging bellies reclined on soft cushions while sharp-eyed Bedouin plucked wild grapes and passionate kisses from passing serving wenches. Presiding over it in all his menacing splendour was His Highness, the Caliph Shervanis. As he surveyed the scene with his soulless black eyes, he sucked on an enormous hookah, its heady hashish smoke mixing with the odours of incense and sweat. At his elbow, the Arch Vizier Candoralh fed bits and pieces of human flesh to Shervanis's pet leopards.

From somewhere beyond the banquet hall, the music of desert drums and wind chimes added to the cacophony. Near the far wall on my right, a turbaned House Guard was being harassed by a dancing girl who insisted on wrapping her sinuous legs around him. The guard soon tired of the female’s intentions, however. Drawing his scimitar, he whacked her shapely backside with a resounding slap of the flat of his blade. In response, the red-haired beauty grabbed hold of the guard’s turban and began to unwind it with joyful abandon. As the insulted trooper moved to defend himself, his tormentor escaped into the crowd with the object of her desire in hot pursuit. This gave me my first good look at the courtyard below through the window blocked by the guard's massive bulk. Sliding toward the glass, being careful not to disturb the grinding and bumping around me, l saw for the first time how the Other Half on Astrokaszy lives.

Far below the midday festivities, a troop of Shervanis's desert lancers led a procession of farmers and their families through the city square. Their backs were burdened with heavy baskets of fruit and produce, and their ankles were bound with heavy shackles that impeded their movement at every step. Even above the raucous rioting behind me, I could hear the clanking of the chains. Several of the older figures were having a hard time of it and most bore the unmistakable marks of recent whippings. No one in the crowd below seemed even to notice this dreary troop.

As I watched, the pilgrims' progress terminated at a small warehouse. Here, the workers, one by one, young and old, unloaded their crops for inspection under the watchful eye of the Caliph‘s tax assessor. I was about to turn away from the squalid sight when another disturbance caught my attention anew. One of the locals had apparently come up short in his quarterly yield. At a word from the Caliph's official, two of the lancers dismounted and disengaged the unfortunate wretch from his family chain. Knocking him to the ground, the collector spat on the cowering figure and then lancers turned their horse whips on him. It was all the poor sod could do to cover his head with his arms as the two flayed him again and again.

I was transfixed by the utter brutality of it all when suddenly the metallic mass of a Clint 'Mech on perimeter patrol obscured my view. From the vantage point of my window, I could look for a moment directly into the cockpit of the Caliph's war machine. Glaring back at me was the tanned and turbaned figure of the steely-eyed pilot. In that instant, I realized that the gulf between me and the man being beaten so brutally was narrower than l would have liked. I turned away from the window and grabbed a passing maid. For the rest of the afternoon I tried hard to forget what l had just witnessed...

- From Confidential Report, 2.15.3020, filed by Com-Star Agent Josiah Mintaine.

