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PART ONE

The boy's name was Santiago. Dusk was falling@a&dy arrived with his herd at an
abandoned church. The roof had fallen in long agd,an enormous sycamore had
grown on the spot where the sacristy had once stood

He decided to spend the night there. He saw taitdll the sheep entered through the
ruined gate, and then laid some planks acrosspiteteent the flock from wandering away
during the night. There were no wolves in the raglot once an animal had strayed
during the night, and the boy had had to spencetitiee next day searching for it.

He swept the floor with his jacket and lay downngghe book he had just finished
reading as a pillow. He told himself that he woléle to start reading thicker books:
they lasted longer, and made more comfortablevedlo

It was still dark when he awoke, and, looking up cbuld see the stars through the half-
destroyed roof.

| wanted to sleep a little longer, he thought. ldd had the same dream that night as a
week ago, and once again he had awakened befmded.

He arose and, taking up his crook, began to awtHiesheep that still slept. He had
noticed that, as soon as he awoke, most of hisasiatso began to stir. It was as if some
mysterious energy bound his life to that of theeghevith whom he had spent the past
two years, leading them through the countrysideeisrch of food and water. "They are
so used to me that they know my schedule," he maattd hinking about that for a
moment, he realized that it could be the other araynd: that it was he who had become
accustomed ttheir schedule.

But there were certain of them who took a bit lanigeawaken. The boy prodded them,
one by one, with his crook, calling each by name hidd always believed that the sheep
were able to understand what he said. So there timees when he read them parts of his
books that had made an impression on him, or wkeenduld tell them of the loneliness
or the happiness of a shepherd in the fields. Samsthe would comment to them on the
things he had seen in the villages they passed.



But for the past few days he had spoken to thertadndy one thing: the girl, the
daughter of a merchant who lived in the villageytwuld reach in about four days. He
had been to the village only once, the year befline. merchant was the proprietor of a
dry goods shop, and he always demanded that tlep $lgesheared in his presence, so
that he would not be cheated. A friend had toldibye about the shop, and he had taken
his sheep there.

"l need to sell some wool," the boy told the mentha

The shop was busy, and the man asked the sheghemdttuntil the afternoon. So the
boy sat on the steps of the shop and took a bawok his bag.

"l didn't know shepherds knew how to read," sagjirés voice behind him.

The girl was typical of the region of Andalusiathwvflowing black hair, and eyes that
vaguely recalled the Moorish conquerors.

"Well, usually | learn more from my sheep than frbooks," he answered. During the
two hours that they talked, she told him she waswlkerchant's daughter, and spoke of
life in the village, where each day was like a# thithers. The shepherd told her of the
Andalusian countryside, and related the news fitoeother towns where he had stopped.
It was a pleasant change from talking to his sheep.

"How did you learn to read?" the girl asked at poant.
"Like everybody learns," he said. "In school.”
"Well, if you know how to read, why are you jussi@epherd?"

The boy mumbled an answer that allowed him to awesgponding to her question. He
was sure the girl would never understand. He warieting stories about his travels, and
her bright, Moorish eyes went wide with fear angosise. As the time passed, the boy
found himself wishing that the day would never ehdf her father would stay busy and
keep him waiting for three days. He recognized kigaivas feeling something he had
never experienced before: the desire to live ingaee forever. With the girl with the
raven hair, his days would never be the same again.

But finally the merchant appeared, and asked tlygdoshear four sheep. He paid for the
wool and asked the shepherd to come back the foipyear.

*



And now it was only four days before he would bekoa that same village. He was
excited, and at the same time uneasy: maybe thkaglralready forgotten him. Lots of
shepherds passed through, selling their wool.

"It doesn't matter," he said to his sheep. "I kraglaer girls in other places."

But in his heart he knew that it did matter. Andknew that shepherds, like seamen and
like traveling salesmen, always found a town whbege was someone who could make
them forget the joys of carefree wandering.

The day was dawning, and the shepherd urged hépshehe direction of the sun. They
never have to make any decisions, he thought. Mthdits why they always stay close to
me.

The only things that concerned the sheep were dmaldvater. As long as the boy knew
how to find the best pastures in Andalusia, theuldide his friends. Yes, their days
were all the same, with the seemingly endless hioefiseen sunrise and dusk; and they
had never read a book in their young lives, and'tiichderstand when the boy told them
about the sights of the cities. They were contatit just food and water, and, in
exchange, they generously gave of their wool, tb@npany, and—once in a while—
their meat.

If | became a monster today, and decided to kdhthone by one, they would become
aware only after most of the flock had been slagigiat, thought the boy. They trust me,
and they've forgotten how to rely on their own imstis, because | lead them to
nourishment.

The boy was surprised at his thoughts. Maybe tlecth with the sycamore growing
from within, had been haunted. It had caused hifmatce the same dream for a second
time, and it was causing him to feel anger towasddithful companions. He drank a bit
from the wine that remained from his dinner of tight before, and he gathered his
jacket closer to his body. He knew that a few hdtom now, with the sun at its zenith,
the heat would be so great that he would not be tablead his flock across the fields. It
was the time of day when all of Spain slept dutimgsummer. The heat lasted until
nightfall, and all that time he had to carry higket. But when he thought to complain
about the burden of its weight, he remembered betause he had the jacket, he had
withstood the cold of the dawn.

We have to be prepared for change, he thoughthandas grateful for the jacket's
weight and warmth.

The jacket had a purpose, and so did the boy. tfisgse in life was to travel, and, after
two years of walking the Andalusian terrain, hewradl the cities of the region. He was
planning, on this visit, to explain to the girl havwas that a simple shepherd knew how
to read. That he had attended a seminary untildgesixteen. His parents had wanted
him to become a priest, and thereby a source dégar a simple farm family. They



worked hard just to have food and water, like theep. He had studied Latin, Spanish,
and theology. But ever since he had been a chaldhadd wanted to know the world, and
this was much more important to him than knowingl@ad learning about man's sins.
One afternoon, on a visit to his family, he had swoned up the courage to tell his father
that he didn't want to become a priest. That hetedato travel.

*

"People from all over the world have passed thrahghvillage, son," said his father.
"They come in search of new things, but when tleay¢ they are basically the same
people they were when they arrived. They climbrtfmeintain to see the castle, and they
wind up thinking that the past was better than wimhave now. They have blond hair,
or dark skin, but basically they're the same agp#uwple who live right here.”

"But I'd like to see the castles in the towns whbey live," the boy explained.

"Those people, when they see our land, say thatvtloeild like to live here forever,” his
father continued.

"Well, I'd like to see their land, and see how theg," said his son.

"The people who come here have a lot of money ¢ém@pso they can afford to travel,”
his father said. "Amongst us, the only ones whedkrare the shepherds."

"Well, then I'll be a shepherd!"

His father said no more. The next day, he gavadmsa pouch that held three ancient
Spanish gold coins.

"l found these one day in the fields. | wanted therbe a part of your inheritance. But
use them to buy your flock. Take to the fields, antheday you'll learn that our
countryside is the best, and our women the mositifel’

And he gave the boy his blessing. The boy couldrséés father's gaze a desire to be
able, himself, to travel the world—a desire thaswtll alive, despite his father's having
had to bury it, over dozens of years, under theédmiof struggling for water to drink,
food to eat, and the same place to sleep every afdiis life.

*

The horizon was tinged with red, and suddenly threappeared. The boy thought back
to that conversation with his father, and felt hggpe had already seen many castles and
met many women (but none the equal of the one wlasted him several days hence).
He owned a jacket, a book that he could traderotreer, and a flock of sheep. But, most
important, he was able every day to live out hesadn. If he were to tire of the

Andalusian fields, he could sell his sheep andogeetr. By the time he had had enough



of the sea, he would already have known others;itéher women, and other chances to
be happy. | couldn't have found God in the seminagythought, as he looked at the
sunrise.

Whenever he could, he sought out a new road teltrele had never been to that ruined
church before, in spite of having traveled throtigtse parts many times. The world was
huge and inexhaustible; he had only to allow heeghto set the route for a while, and he
would discover other interesting things. The prable that they don't even realize that
they're walking a new road every day. They dorgtthat the fields are new and the
seasons change. All they think about is food angmwa

Maybe we're all that way, the boy mused. Even mbaaven't thought of other women
since | met the merchant's daughter. Looking asthre he calculated that he would reach
Tarifa before midday. There, he could exchangdbak for a thicker one, fill his wine
bottle, shave, and have a haircut; he had to pedparself for his meeting with the girl,
and he didn't want to think about the possibilitgttsome other shepherd, with a larger
flock of sheep, had arrived there before him areed$or her hand.

It's the possibility of having a dream come truat tmakes life interesting, he thought, as
he looked again at the position of the sun, andddihis pace. He had suddenly
remembered that, in Tarifa, there was an old wowlam interpreted dreams.

*

The old woman led the boy to a room at the badkeothouse; it was separated from her
living room by a curtain of colored beads. The ré&ofarnishings consisted of a table, an
image of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and two chairs.

The woman sat down, and told him to be seated dsMren she took both of his hands
in hers, and began quietly to pray.

It sounded like a Gypsy prayer. The boy had alrdetyexperience on the road with
Gypsies; they also traveled, but they had no flafksheep. People said that Gypsies
spent their lives tricking others. It was also shiat they had a pact with the devil, and
that they kidnapped children and, taking them ateayeir mysterious camps, made
them their slaves. As a child, the boy had alwaenirightened to death that he would
be captured by Gypsies, and this childhood fearrmed when the old woman took his
hands in hers.

But she has the Sacred Heart of Jesus there, bghtdrying to reassure himself. He
didn't want his hand to begin trembling, showing tihd woman that he was fearful. He
recited an Our Father silently.

"Very interesting," said the woman, never taking éyes from the boy's hands, and then
she fell silent.



The boy was becoming nervous. His hands begaenable, and the woman sensed it.
He quickly pulled his hands away.

"l didn't come here to have you read my palm,"did,salready regretting having come.
He thought for a moment that it would be bettepag her fee and leave without learning
a thing, that he was giving too much importanckisorecurrent dream.

"You came so that you could learn about your drg'asasd the old woman. "And
dreams are the language of God. When he speaks lar@uage, | can interpret what he
has said. But if he speaks in the language ofdhé & is only you who can understand.
But, whichever it is, I'm going to charge you fbetconsultation."

Another trick, the boy thought. But he decidedaketa chance. A shepherd always takes
his chances with wolves and with drought, andshatiat makes a shepherd's life
exciting.

"I have had the same dream twice," he said. "Irdezhthat | was in a field with my
sheep, when a child appeared and began to playthgthnimals. | don't like people to do
that, because the sheep are afraid of strangetshiBdren always seem to be able to
play with them without frightening them. | don'tdws why. | don't know how animals
know the age of human beings."

"Tell me more about your dream," said the womaihaite to get back to my cooking,
and, since you don't have much money, | can't gheea lot of time.”

"The child went on playing with my sheep for quatevhile,” continued the boy, a bit
upset. "And suddenly, the child took me by bothdsaand transported me to the
Egyptian pyramids.”

He paused for a moment to see if the woman knew thleaEgyptian pyramids were. But
she said nothing.

"Then, at the Egyptian pyramids,"—he said the tlaste words slowly, so that the old
woman would understand—"the child said to me, i gome here, you will find a
hidden treasure.' And, just as she was about o she the exact location, | woke up.
Both times."

The woman was silent for some time. Then she agaihis hands and studied them
carefully.

"I'm not going to charge you anything now," shelséBut | want one-tenth of the
treasure, if you find it."

The boy laughed—out of happiness. He was goingtaldbe to save the little money he
had because of a dream about hidden treasure!



"Well, interpret the dream," he said.

"First, swear to me. Swear that you will give me-aenth of your treasure in exchange
for what | am going to tell you."

The shepherd swore that he would. The old womaedaskn to swear again while
looking at the image of the Sacred Heart of Jesus.

"It's a dream in the language of the world," shd.s& can interpret it, but the
interpretation is very difficult. That's why | feidat | deserve a part of what you find.

"And this is my interpretation: you must go to fgramids in Egypt. | have never heard
of them, but, if it was a child who showed thenydwl, they exist. There you will find a
treasure that will make you a rich man."

The boy was surprised, and then irritated. He titked to seek out the old woman for
this! But then he remembered that he wasn't garigave to pay anything.

"l didn't need to waste my time just for this," $ead.

"l told you that your dream was a difficult onés lthe simple things in life that are the
most extraordinary; only wise men are able to ustded them. And since | am not wise,
| have had to learn other arts, such as the readipglms.”

"Well, how am | going to get to Egypt?"

"l only interpret dreams. | don't know how to tuhem into reality. That's why | have to
live off what my daughters provide me with."

"And what if | never get to Egypt?"
"Then | don't get paid. It wouldn't be the firshg."

And the woman told the boy to leave, saying shedhahdy wasted too much time with
him.

So the boy was disappointed; he decided that hédwmyer again believe in dreams. He
remembered that he had a number of things he hiatteacare of: he went to the market
for something to eat, he traded his book for o Was thicker, and he found a bench in
the plaza where he could sample the new wine hdébaght. The day was hot, and the
wine was refreshing. The sheep were at the gatdgedity, in a stable that belonged to a
friend. The boy knew a lot of people in the cithal was what made traveling appeal to
him—nhe always made new friends, and he didn't nesgend all of his time with them.
When someone sees the same people every day, agp@aehed with him at the
seminary, they wind up becoming a part of that @@sslife. And then they want the
person to change. If someone isn't what others th@m to be, the others become angry.



Everyone seems to have a clear idea of how otlml@ashould lead their lives, but none
about his or her own.

He decided to wait until the sun had sunk a bitdou the sky before following his flock
back through the fields. Three days from now, heldide with the merchant's daughter.

He started to read the book he had bought. Onehgefirst page it described a burial
ceremony. And the names of the people involved werg difficult to pronounce. If he
ever wrote a book, he thought, he would presentp@ngon at a time, so that the reader
wouldn't have to worry about memorizing a lot ofmes.

When he was finally able to concentrate on whawag reading, he liked the book better;
the burial was on a snowy day, and he welcomedetiang of being cold. As he read on,
an old man sat down at his side and tried to strika conversation.

"What are they doing?" the old man asked, poindintpe people in the plaza.

"Working," the boy answered dryly, making it look iihe wanted to concentrate on his
reading.

Actually, he was thinking about shearing his shedpont of the merchant's daughter, so
that she could see that he was someone who wabkleagaloing difficult things. He had
already imagined the scene many times; every tingegirl became fascinated when he
explained that the sheep had to be sheared froktbdmont. He also tried to remember
some good stories to relate as he sheared the.d¥espof them he had read in books,
but he would tell them as if they were from hisgmeral experience. She would never
know the difference, because she didn't know horwead.

Meanwhile, the old man persisted in his attemtiike up a conversation. He said that
he was tired and thirsty, and asked if he mighehagip of the boy's wine. The boy
offered his bottle, hoping that the old man wodaJe him alone.

But the old man wanted to talk, and he asked tlyeAddwat book he was reading. The boy
was tempted to be rude, and move to another béotlnis father had taught him to be
respectful of the elderly. So he held out the bimothe man—for two reasons: first, that
he, himself, wasn't sure how to pronounce the tihel second, that if the old man didn't
know how to read, he would probably feel ashamebdatide of his own accord to
change benches.

"Hmm..." said the old man, looking at all sides o thook, as if it were some strange
object. "This is an important book, but it's reathtating.”

The boy was shocked. The old man knew how to r&ad had already read the book.
And if the book was irritating, as the old man Isattd, the boy still had time to change it
for another.



"It's a book that says the same thing almost allotmer books in the world say,"
continued the old man. "It describes people's litgho choose their own destinies. And
it ends up saying that everyone believes the wegBatest lie."

"What's the world's greatest lie?" the boy askedhmetely surprised.

"It's this: that at a certain point in our livesg Yose control of what's happening to us, and
our lives become controlled by fate. That's thel&v®greatest lie."

"That's never happened to me," the boy said. "Mm@yted me to be a priest, but |
decided to become a shepherd.”

"Much better," said the old man. "Because you ydide to travel.”

"He knew what | was thinking," the boy said to hetisThe old man, meanwhile, was
leafing through the book, without seeming to wanteturn it at all. The boy noticed that
the man's clothing was strange. He looked like eabAwhich was not unusual in those
parts. Africa was only a few hours from Tarifa; draa only to cross the narrow straits
by boat. Arabs often appeared in the city, shoppimg) chanting their strange prayers
several times a day.

"Where are you from?" the boy asked.

"From many places."

"No one can be from many places," the boy saith d'shepherd, and | have been to
many places, but | come from only one place—froaityanear an ancient castle. That's
where | was born."

"Well then, we could say that | was born in Salem."

The boy didn't know where Salem was, but he didatit to ask, fearing that he would
appear ignorant. He looked at the people in thegplar a while; they were coming and
going, and all of them seemed to be very busy.

"So, what is Salem like?" he asked, trying to gehe sort of clue.

"It's like it always has been."

No clue yet. But he knew that Salem wasn't in Aasi@l. If it were, he would already
have heard of it.

"And what do you do in Salem?" he insisted.

"What do | do in Salem?" The old man laughed. "\Mé&t the king of Salem!"



People say strange things, the boy thought. Sorastitis better to be with the sheep,
who don't say anything. And better still to be @&avith one's books. They tell their
incredible stories at the time when you want torleam. But when you're talking to
people, they say some things that are so stramggadl don't know how to continue the
conversation.

"My name is Melchizedek," said the old man. "Hownynaheep do you have?"

"Enough,” said the boy. He could see that the cda manted to know more about his
life.

"Well, then, we've got a problem. | can't help yoyou feel you've got enough sheep.”

The boy was getting irritated. He wasn't askinghfelp. It was the old man who had
asked for a drink of his wine, and had startedctiveversation.

"Give me my book," the boy said. "l have to go gather my sheep and get going."

"Give me one-tenth of your sheep," said the old /miand I'll tell you how to find the
hidden treasure."

The boy remembered his dream, and suddenly evegytisas clear to him. The old
woman hadn't charged him anything, but the old maraybe he was her husband—was
going to find a way to get much more money in exgeafor information about
something that didn't even exist. The old man wabgbly a Gypsy, too.

But before the boy could say anything, the old neamed over, picked up a stick, and
began to write in the sand of the plaza. Somethright reflected from his chest with
such intensity that the boy was momentarily blind&dh a movement that was too
quick for someone his age, the man covered whatewas with his cape. When his
vision returned to normal, the boy was able to nehdt the old man had written in the
sand.

There, in the sand of the plaza of that small ¢itg,boy read the names of his father and
his mother and the name of the seminary he haddste He read the name of the

merchant's daughter, which he hadn't even knowshharread things he had never told
anyone.

"I'm the king of Salem," the old man had said.
"Why would a king be talking with a shepherd?" boy asked, awed and embarrassed.

"For several reasons. But let's say that the rmygortant is that you have succeeded in
discovering your destiny."



The boy didn't know what a person's "destiny" was.

"It's what you have always wanted to accomplisterigone, when they are young, knows
what their destiny is.

"At that point in their lives, everything is cleand everything is possible. They are not
afraid to dream, and to yearn for everything theyld like to see happen to them in
their lives. But, as time passes, a mysteriouseftegins to convince them that it will be
impossible for them to realize their destiny."

None of what the old man was saying made much dertbe boy. But he wanted to
know what the "mysterious force" was; the merclsasdughter would be impressed
when he told her about that!

"It's a force that appears to be negative, butadigtshows you how to realize your
destiny. It prepares your spirit and your will, base there is one great truth on this
planet: whoever you are, or whatever it is that gouwhen you really want something,
it's because that desire originated in the soth@tuniverse. It's your mission on earth."

"Even when all you want to do is travel? Or malrg tlaughter of a textile merchant?"
"Yes, or even search for treasure. The Soul ofXoeld is nourished by people's
happiness. And also by unhappiness, envy, andysgldo realize one's destiny is a
person's only real obligation. All things are one.

"And, when you want something, all the universespores in helping you to achieve it."

They were both silent for a time, observing thealand the townspeople. It was the old
man who spoke first.

"Why do you tend a flock of sheep?”
"Because | like to travel."

The old man pointed to a baker standing in his stiopow at one corner of the plaza.
"When he was a child, that man wanted to travel, But he decided first to buy his
bakery and put some money aside. When he's ananid ime's going to spend a month in
Africa. He never realized that people are capatilany time in their lives, of doing what
they dream of."

"He should have decided to become a shepherdidhesaid.
"Well, he thought about that," the old man saidut'Bakers are more important people

than shepherds. Bakers have homes, while shep$legtsout in the open. Parents would
rather see their children marry bakers than sheishier



The boy felt a pang in his heart, thinking abowet terchant's daughter. There was surely
a baker in her town.

The old man continued, "In the long run, what pedplnk about shepherds and bakers
becomes more important for them than their ownidiest"

The old man leafed through the book, and fell talireg a page he came to. The boy
waited, and then interrupted the old man just asitmself had been interrupted. "Why
are you telling me all this?"

"Because you are trying to realize your destinyd A&ou are at the point where you're
about to give it all up.”

"And that's when you always appear on the scene?"

"Not always in this way, but | always appear in éoren or another. Sometimes | appear
in the form of a solution, or a good idea. At ottieres, at a crucial moment, | make it
easier for things to happen. There are other thinlgs too, but most of the time people
don't realize I've done them."

The old man related that, the week before, he lead forced to appear before a miner,
and had taken the form of a stone. The miner hadddned everything to go mining for
emeralds. For five years he had been working aiceritver, and had examined hundreds
of thousands of stones looking for an emerald. mireer was about to give it all up, right
at the point when, if he were to examine just oreerstone—jusbne more—he would
find his emerald. Since the miner had sacrificegrghing to his destiny, the old man
decided to become involved. He transformed himgaéifa stone that rolled up to the
miner's foot. The miner, with all the anger andsfration of his five fruitless years,
picked up the stone and threw it aside. But hethemlvn it with such force that it broke
the stone it fell upon, and there, embedded irbtb&en stone, was the most beautiful
emerald in the world.

"People learn, early in their lives, what is theiason for being," said the old man, with a
certain bitterness. "Maybe that's why they giveoapt so early, too. But that's the way it
is."

The boy reminded the old man that he had said songeabout hidden treasure.
"Treasure is uncovered by the force of flowing waded it is buried by the same
currents,” said the old man. "If you want to leabout your own treasure, you will have
to give me one-tenth of your flock."

"What about one-tenth of my treasure?"

The old man looked disappointed. "If you start lsypromising what you don't even
have yet, you'll lose your desire to work towarttigg it."



The boy told him that he had already promised ve gine-tenth of his treasure to the
Gypsy.

"Gypsies are experts at getting people to do tiseglied the old man. "In any case, it's
good that you've learned that everything in life fia price. This is what the Warriors of
the Light try to teach.”

The old man returned the book to the boy.

"Tomorrow, at this same time, bring me a tenthainflock. And I will tell you how to
find the hidden treasure. Good afternoon.”

And he vanished around the corner of the plaza.

*

The boy began again to read his book, but he wdsnuer able to concentrate. He was
tense and upset, because he knew that the old msnght. He went over to the bakery
and bought a loaf of bread, thinking about whethrarot he should tell the baker what
the old man had said about him. Sometimes it'®btitleave things as they are, he
thought to himself, and decided to say nothingpelfwere to say anything, the baker
would spend three days thinking about giving itugd] even though he had gotten used to
the way things were. The boy could certainly resgstsing that kind of anxiety for the
baker. So he began to wander through the cityfamd himself at the gates. There was
a small building there, with a window at which pEppought tickets to Africa. And he
knew that Egypt was in Africa.

"Can | help you?" asked the man behind the window.

"Maybe tomorrow," said the boy, moving away. Ifdad just one of his sheep, he'd have
enough to get to the other shore of the strait.idiba frightened him.

"Another dreamer," said the ticket seller to hisistant, watching the boy walk away.
"He doesn't have enough money to travel."

While standing at the ticket window, the boy hacheenbered his flock, and decided he
should go back to being a shepherd. In two yeatsalddearned everything about
shepherding: he knew how to shear sheep, how &foapregnant ewes, and how to
protect the sheep from wolves. He knew all thelfiednd pastures of Andalusia. And he
knew what was the fair price for every one of msvals.

He decided to return to his friend's stable byltimgest route possible. As he walked past
the city's castle, he interrupted his return, dimdbed the stone ramp that led to the top
of the wall. From there, he could see Africa in thtance. Someone had once told him
that it was from there that the Moors had comecdrmupy all of Spain.



He could see almost the entire city from wheredtgiscluding the plaza where he had
talked with the old man. Curse the moment | met délchman, he thought. He had come
to the town only to find a woman who could intetgres dream. Neither the woman nor
the old man were at all impressed by the facthleavas a shepherd. They were solitary
individuals who no longer believed in things, amdint understand that shepherds
become attached to their sheep. He knew everytbogt each member of his flock: he
knew which ones were lame, which one was to givié Ibvo months from now, and
which were the laziest. He knew how to shear theamd,how to slaughter them. If he
ever decided to leave them, they would suffer.

The wind began to pick up. He knew that wind: peaglled it the levanter, because on
it the Moors had come from the Levant at the enstad of the Mediterranean.

The levanter increased in intensity. Here | amwken my flock and my treasure, the
boy thought. He had to choose between somethim@tidoecome accustomed to and
something he wanted to have. There was also thehawet's daughter, but she wasn't as
important as his flock, because she didn't depaenim. Maybe she didn't even
remember him. He was sure that it made no differéater on which day he appeared:
for her, every day was the same, and when eacisdag same as the next, it's because
people fail to recognize the good things that happeheir lives every day that the sun
rises.

| left my father, my mother, and the town castleibd. They have gotten used to my
being away, and so have I. The sheep will get ts@ay not being there, too, the boy
thought.

From where he sat, he could observe the plaza.l®eoptinued to come and go from the
baker's shop. A young couple sat on the bench wieered talked with the old man, and
they kissed.

"That baker..." he said to himself, without complgtihe thought. The levanter was still
getting stronger, and he felt its force on his fadeat wind had brought the Moors, yes,
but it had also brought the smell of the desert@ngiled women. It had brought with it
the sweat and the dreams of men who had oncelséarch for the unknown, and for
gold and adventure—and for the Pyramids. The blbye@lous of the freedom of the
wind, and saw that he could have the same freetdibere was nothing to hold him back
except himself. The sheep, the merchant's daugindrthe fields of Andalusia were only
steps along the way to his destiny.

The next day, the boy met the old man at noon. didadht six sheep with him.

"I'm surprised,"” the boy said. "My friend boughitthle other sheep immediately. He said
that he had always dreamed of being a shepherdhahd was a good omen."

"That's the way it always is," said the old matis"talled the principle of favorability.
When you play cards the first time, you are alnsosé to win. Beginner's luck."



"Why is that?"

"Because there is a force that wants you to reghze destiny; it whets your appetite
with a taste of success."

Then the old man began to inspect the sheep, asdvin¢hat one was lame. The boy
explained that it wasn't important, since that ph&as the most intelligent of the flock,
and produced the most wool.

"Where is the treasure?" he asked.
"It's in Egypt, near the Pyramids."

The boy was startled. The old woman had said theeghing. But she hadn't charged
him anything.

"In order to find the treasure, you will have tddav the omens. God has prepared a path
for everyone to follow. You just have to read timeems that he left for you."

Before the boy could reply, a butterfly appeared tutered between him and the old
man. He remembered something his grandfather hegltoid him: that butterflies were a
good omen. Like crickets, and like expectatiorig lizards and four-leaf clovers.

"That's right," said the old man, able to readlibg's thoughts. "Just as your grandfather
taught you. These are good omens."

The old man opened his cape, and the boy was dbyuakhat he saw. The old man wore
a breastplate of heavy gold, covered with precgiases. The boy recalled the brilliance
he had noticed on the previous day.

He really was a king! He must be disguised to awmidounters with thieves.

"Take these,"” said the old man, holding out a wslitee and a black stone that had been
embedded at the center of the breastplate. "Tregalled Urim and Thummim. The
black signifies 'yes," and the white 'no.' When goelunable to read the omens, they will
help you to do so. Always ask an objective question

"But, if you can, try to make your own decisionf€eltreasure is at the Pyramids; that
you already knew. But | had to insist on the payhoésix sheep because | helped you to
make your decision.”

The boy put the stones in his pouch. From therhernwould make his own decisions.
"Don't forget that everything you deal with is owlye thing and nothing else. And don't

forget the language of omens. And, above all, donjet to follow your destiny through
to its conclusion.



"But before | go, | want to tell you a little story

"A certain shopkeeper sent his son to learn alimusécret of happiness from the wisest
man in the world. The lad wandered through the déseforty days, and finally came
upon a beautiful castle, high atop a mountain.ds where that the wise man lived.

"Rather than finding a saintly man, though, ourohen entering the main room of the
castle, saw a hive of activity: tradesmen camevegrat, people were conversing in the
corners, a small orchestra was playing soft masid,there was a table covered with
platters of the most delicious food in that parthad world. The wise man conversed with
everyone, and the boy had to wait for two hoursteeit was his turn to be given the
man's attention.

"The wise man listened attentively to the boy'slaxation of why he had come, but told
him that he didn't have time just then to explaia $ecret of happiness. He suggested that
the boy look around the palace and return in twar$io

" 'Meanwhile, | want to ask you to do somethingiighe wise man, handing the boy a
teaspoon that held two drops of oil. 'As you warateund, carry this spoon with you
without allowing the oil to spill.'

"The boy began climbing and descending the mangnstgs of the palace, keeping his
eyes fixed on the spoon. After two hours, he retdro the room where the wise man
was.

" "Well," asked the wise man, 'did you see theiRerspestries that are hanging in my
dining hall? Did you see the garden that it toakitiaster gardener ten years to create?
Did you notice the beautiful parchments in my ligfa

"The boy was embarrassed, and confessed that hetisadved nothing. His only
concern had been not to spill the oil that the wisa had entrusted to him.

" "Then go back and observe the marvels of my waédd the wise man. "You cannot
trust a man if you don't know his house.'

"Relieved, the boy picked up the spoon and retutadds exploration of the palace, this
time observing all of the works of art on the ¢egé and the walls. He saw the gardens,
the mountains all around him, the beauty of thevdlis, and the taste with which
everything had been selected. Upon returning taviee man, he related in detalil
everything he had seen.

" 'But where are the drops of oil | entrusted toycasked the wise man.

"Looking down at the spoon he held, the boy sawtti@oil was gone.



" "Well, there is only one piece of advice | camggyou,' said the wisest of wise men.
'The secret of happiness is to see all the maofdlse world, and never to forget the
drops of oil on the spoon.""

The shepherd said nothing. He had understood ¢ing thte old king had told him. A
shepherd may like to travel, but he should nevegdbabout his sheep.

The old man looked at the boy and, with his hareld together, made several strange
gestures over the boy's head. Then, taking higsiheevalked away.

*

At the highest point in Tarifa there is an old fdrtilt by the Moors. From atop its walls,
one can catch a glimpse of Africa. Melchizedek,kimg of Salem, sat on the wall of the
fort that afternoon, and felt the levanter blowindis face. The sheep fidgeted nearby,
uneasy with their new owner and excited by so nal@nge. All they wanted was food
and water.

Melchizedek watched a small ship that was plowiagvay out of the port. He would
never again see the boy, just as he had neverAdwaham again after having charged
him his one-tenth fee. That was his work.

The gods should not have desires, because thetyldme destinies. But the king of
Salem hoped desperately that the boy would be ssitde

It's too bad that he's quickly going to forget nayne, he thought. | should have repeated
it for him. Then when he spoke about me he woujdtlsat | am Melchizedek, the king
of Salem.

He looked to the skies, feeling a bit abashed,sandl "I know it's the vanity of vanities,
as you said, my Lord. But an old king sometimesthdake some pride in himself."

*

How strange Africa is, thought the boy.

He was sitting in a bar very much like the othensldge had seen along the narrow streets
of Tangier. Some men were smoking from a gigarpe phat they passed from one to
the other. In just a few hours he had seen menimgatkand in hand, women with their
faces covered, and priests that climbed to the@dp®vers and chanted—as everyone
about him went to their knees and placed theirifeaels on the ground.

"A practice of infidels," he said to himself. Aghild in church, he had always looked at
the image of Saint Santiago Matamoros on his wiotse, his sword unsheathed, and
figures such as these kneeling at his feet. Thefdoyll and terribly alone. The infidels
had an evil look about them.



Besides this, in the rush of his travels he haddtien a detail, just one detail, which
could keep him from his treasure for a long timaydArabic was spoken in this country.

The owner of the bar approached him, and the boygubto a drink that had been served
at the next table. It turned out to be a bitter Té¢ee boy preferred wine.

But he didn't need to worry about that right nonhat/he had to be concerned about was
his treasure, and how he was going to go aboungett The sale of his sheep had left
him with enough money in his pouch, and the boyaktieat in money there was magic;
whoever has money is never really alone. Beforg,lamybe in just a few days, he
would be at the Pyramids. An old man, with a bigast of gold, wouldn't have lied just
to acquire six sheep.

The old man had spoken about signs and omensaaride boy was crossing the strait,
he had thought about omens. Yes, the old man hagrkmwhat he was talking about:
during the time the boy had spent in the fieldé&ondflalusia, he had become used to
learning which path he should take by observinggtioeind and the sky. He had
discovered that the presence of a certain bird ttbaha snake was nearby, and that a
certain shrub was a sign that there was wateraratba. The sheep had taught him that.

If God leads the sheep so well, he will also leawlaa, he thought, and that made him
feel better. The tea seemed less bitter.

"Who are you?" he heard a voice ask him in Spanish.

The boy was relieved. He was thinking about omand,someone had appeared.

"How come you speak Spanish?" he asked. The névakwas a young man in Western
dress, but the color of his skin suggested he veas this city. He was about the same
age and height as the boy.

"Almost everyone here speaks Spanish. We're ordyhwurs from Spain.”

"Sit down, and let me treat you to something," $h&lboy. "And ask for a glass of wine
for me. | hate this tea."

"There is no wine in this country,” the young mards"The religion here forbids it."
The boy told him then that he needed to get tdP§yramids. He almost began to tell
about his treasure, but decided not to do so. Hitlgit was possible that the Arab would
want a part of it as payment for taking him théte.remembered what the old man had
said about offering something you didn't even hgate

"I'd like you to take me there if you can. | caryyau to serve as my guide.”

"Do you have any idea how to get there?" the neverasked.



The boy noticed that the owner of the bar stoodahigdistening attentively to their
conversation. He felt uneasy at the man's pres&uteéhe had found a guide, and didn't
want to miss out on an opportunity.

"You have to cross the entire Sahara desert,"thaigoung man. "And to do that, you
need money. | need to know whether you have enbugh.

The boy thought it a strange question. But he ¢aigt the old man, who had said that,
when you really want something, the universe alwaysspires in your favor.

He took his money from his pouch and showed ihtoytoung man. The owner of the bar
came over and looked, as well. The two men exclthagme words in Arabic, and the
bar owner seemed irritated.

"Let's get out of here" said the new arrival. "Hants us to leave."

The boy was relieved. He got up to pay the bilt, the owner grabbed him and began to
speak to him in an angry stream of words. The bay strong, and wanted to retaliate,
but he was in a foreign country. His new friendipdthe owner aside, and pulled the
boy outside with him. "He wanted your money," hielsal angier is not like the rest of
Africa. This is a port, and every port has its ve®"

The boy trusted his new friend. He had helped hitnima dangerous situation. He took
out his money and counted it.

"We could get to the Pyramids by tomorrow," saiél ¢ither, taking the money. "But |
have to buy two camels."

They walked together through the narrow streefBamigier. Everywhere there were stalls
with items for sale. They reached the center afrgd plaza where the market was held.
There were thousands of people there, arguingngednd buying; vegetables for sale
amongst daggers, and carpets displayed alongdfidedo. But the boy never took his
eye off his new friend. After all, he had all hisney. He thought about asking him to
give it back, but decided that would be unfriendtg knew nothing about the customs of
the strange land he was in.

"I'll just watch him," he said to himself. He knén@ was stronger than his friend.

Suddenly, there in the midst of all that confusio& saw the most beautiful sword he had
ever seen. The scabbard was embossed in silvethardndle was black and encrusted
with precious stones. The boy promised himself, twaen he returned from Egypt, he
would buy that sword.

"Ask the owner of that stall how much the swordtsdshe said to his friend. Then he
realized that he had been distracted for a few nmbsnéooking at the sword. His heart
squeezed, as if his chest had suddenly compreisd¢el was afraid to look around,



because he knew what he would find. He continuddadk at the beautiful sword for a
bit longer, until he summoned the courage to tuoud.

All around him was the market, with people coming going, shouting and buying, and
the aroma of strange foods... but nowhere couldrteHis new companion.

The boy wanted to believe that his friend had synip@come separated from him by
accident. He decided to stay right there and awsiteturn. As he waited, a priest
climbed to the top of a nearby tower and begariast; everyone in the market fell to
their knees, touched their foreheads to the groand took up the chant. Then, like a
colony of worker ants, they dismantled their statsl left.

The sun began its departure, as well. The boy wedtdithrough its trajectory for some
time, until it was hidden behind the white hous@és®inding the plaza. He recalled that
when the sun had risen that morning, he was orhancobntinent, still a shepherd with
sixty sheep, and looking forward to meeting witlirh That morning he had known
everything that was going to happen to him as Hkeslahrough the familiar fields. But
now, as the sun began to set, he was in a diffemmitry, a stranger in a strange land,
where he couldn't even speak the language. He avemnger a shepherd, and he had
nothing, not even the money to return and stantyvieg over.

All this happened between sunrise and sunset,di¢hought. He was feeling sorry for
himself, and lamenting the fact that his life coble changed so suddenly and so
drastically.

He was so ashamed that he wanted to cry. He haat eeen wept in front of his own
sheep. But the marketplace was empty, and he waofa home, so he wept. He wept
because God was unfair, and because this was thh&uwarepaid those who believed in
their dreams.

When | had my sheep, | was happy, and | made thmsend me happy. People saw me
coming and welcomed me, he thought. But now I'masatialone. I'm going to become
bitter and distrustful of people because one pebstrayed me. I'm going to hate those
who have found their treasure because | never fouind. And I'm going to hold on to
what little | have, because I'm too insignificamicbnquer the world.

He opened his pouch to see what was left of hisggssons; maybe there was a bit left of
the sandwich he had eaten on the ship. But albbed was the heavy book, his jacket,
and the two stones the old man had given him.

As he looked at the stones, he felt relieved fonesoeason. He had exchanged six sheep
for two precious stones that had been taken frgolé breastplate. He could sell the
stones and buy a return ticket. But this timebdIsmarter, the boy thought, removing
them from the pouch so he could put them in hikpbcThis was a port town, and the
only truthful thing his friend had told him was thgort towns are full of thieves.



Now he understood why the owner of the bar had kearpset: he was trying to tell him
not to trust that man. "I'm like everyone else—é ige world in terms of what | would
like to see happen, not what actually does."

He ran his fingers slowly over the stones, sengieg temperature and feeling their
surfaces. They were his treasure. Just handling thade him feel better. They reminded
him of the old man.

"When you want something, all the universe conspimehelping you to achieve it,” he
had said.

The boy was trying to understand the truth of whatold man had said. There he was in
the empty marketplace, without a cent to his naand,with not a sheep to guard through
the night. But the stones were proof that he hadwite a king—a king who knew of the
boy's past.

"They're called Urim and Thummim, and they can hyelp to read the omens." The boy
put the stones back in the pouch and decided sndexperiment. The old man had said
to ask very clear questions, and to do that, thyehaal to know what he wanted. So, he
asked if the old man's blessing was still with him.

He took out one of the stones. It was "yes."
"Am | going to find my treasure?" he asked.

He stuck his hand into the pouch, and felt arowmahe of the stones. As he did so, both
of them pushed through a hole in the pouch anddehe ground. The boy had never
even noticed that there was a hole in his pouclkri¢st down to find Urim and

Thummim and put them back in the pouch. But asalaeteem lying there on the ground,
another phrase came to his mind.

"Learn to recognize omens, and follow them," treelohg had said.

An omen. The boy smiled to himself. He picked uptiho stones and put them back in
his pouch. He didn't consider mending the hole—stbees could fall through any time
they wanted. He had learned that there were cettaigs one shouldn't ask about, so as
not to flee from one's own destiny. "I promisedt thaould make my own decisions," he
said to himself.

But the stones had told him that the old man widsasth him, and that made him feel
more confident. He looked around at the empty péayaan, feeling less desperate than
before. This wasn't a strange place; it was a neav o

After all, what he had always wanted was just ttaknow new places. Even if he never
got to the Pyramids, he had already traveled fattien any shepherd he knew. Oh, if
they only knew how different things are just twaire®by ship from where they are, he



thought. Although his new world at the moment west pn empty marketplace, he had
already seen it when it was teeming with life, &edvould never forget it. He
remembered the sword. It hurt him a bit to thinkuatit, but he had never seen one like it
before. As he mused about these things, he redlietdie had to choose between
thinking of himself as the poor victim of a thiefdaas an adventurer in quest of his
treasure.

"I'm an adventurer, looking for treasure,” he daitiimself.

*

He was shaken into wakefulness by someone. Hedtlad fisleep in the middle of the
marketplace, and life in the plaza was about tames

Looking around, he sought his sheep, and therzeshthat he was in a new world. But
instead of being saddened, he was happy. He netdragl to seek out food and water for
the sheep; he could go in search of his treasuseead. He had not a cent in his pocket,
but he had faith. He had decided, the night betbia, he would be as much an
adventurer as the ones he had admired in books.

He walked slowly through the market. The merchar@se assembling their stalls, and
the boy helped a candy seller to do his. The caetlgr had a smile on his face: he was
happy, aware of what his life was about, and readyegin a day's work. His smile
reminded the boy of the old man—the mysteriouskald he had met. "This candy
merchant isn't making candy so that later he caretror marry a shopkeeper's daughter.
He's doing it because it's what he wants to daidgiht the boy. He realized that he could
do the same thing the old man had done—sense wletfexrson was near to or far from
his destiny. Just by looking at them. It's easy et I've never done it before, he thought.

When the stall was assembled, the candy sellereaffine boy the first sweet he had
made for the day. The boy thanked him, ate it,v@adt on his way. When he had gone
only a short distance, he realized that, while theye erecting the stall, one of them had
spoken Arabic and the other Spanish.

And they had understood each other perfectly well.

There must be a language that doesn't depend atswbe boy thought. I've already had
that experience with my sheep, and now it's hapgewith people.

He was learning a lot of new things. Some of thegnewthings that he had already
experienced, and weren't really new, but that ltertever perceived before. And he
hadn't perceived them because he had become artadsto them. He realized: If | can
learn to understand this language without wordsnl learn to understand the world.

Relaxed and unhurried, he resolved that he woulll theough the narrow streets of
Tangier. Only in that way would he be able to rdeomens. He knew it would require



a lot of patience, but shepherds know all abouepeé. Once again he saw that, in that
strange land, he was applying the same lessonachkeérned with his sheep.

"All things are one," the old man had said.

*

The crystal merchant awoke with the day, and fedtdame anxiety that he felt every
morning. He had been in the same place for thiegry. a shop at the top of a hilly street
where few customers passed. Now it was too lathamge anything—the only thing he
had ever learned to do was to buy and sell crgsagsware. There had been a time when
many people knew of his shop: Arab merchants, Franc English geologists, German
soldiers who were always well-heeled. In those dialyad been wonderful to be selling
crystal, and he had thought how he would beconte ard have beautiful women at his
side as he grew older.

But, as time passed, Tangier had changed. Theye#ylof Ceuta had grown faster than
Tangier, and business had fallen off. Neighborsedmway, and there remained only a
few small shops on the hill. And no one was gomglimb the hill just to browse

through a few small shops.

But the crystal merchant had no choice. He hadllthaty years of his life buying and
selling crystal pieces, and now it was too latddanything else.

He spent the entire morning observing the infre@gemings and goings in the street.
He had done this for years, and knew the schedwearyone who passed. But, just
before lunchtime, a boy stopped in front of thepshde was dressed normally, but the
practiced eyes of the crystal merchant could sagtlie boy had no money to spend.
Nevertheless, the merchant decided to delay hshlfor a few minutes until the boy
moved on.

A card hanging in the doorway announced that sélarguages were spoken in the shop.
The boy saw a man appear behind the counter.

"l can clean up those glasses in the window, if wamt,” said the boy. "The way they
look now, nobody is going to want to buy them."

The man looked at him without responding.
"In exchange, you could give me something to eat."
The man still said nothing, and the boy sensedhbatas going to have to make a

decision. In his pouch, he had his jacket—he aa@gtavasn't going to need it in the
desert. Taking the jacket out, he began to cleamldisses. In half an hour, he had



cleaned all the glasses in the window, and, asdgedeing so, two customers had entered
the shop and bought some crystal.

When he had completed the cleaning, he asked thanaomething to eat. "Let's go
and have some lunch," said the crystal merchant.

He put a sign on the door, and they went to a scaéd nearby. As they sat down at the
only table in the place, the crystal merchant laagh

"You didn't have to do any cleaning," he said. "Rwgan requires me to feed a hungry
person."

"Well then, why did you let me do it?" the boy agke

"Because the crystal was dirty. And both you anddded to cleanse our minds of
negative thoughts."

When they had eaten, the merchant turned to thebdaid, "I'd like you to work in
my shop. Two customers came in today while you warkking, and that's a good
omen."

People talk a lot about omens, thought the shepBeitcthey really don't know what
they're saying. Just as | hadn't realized thasdomany years | had been speaking a
language without words to my sheep.

"Do you want to go to work for me?" the mercharkeas

"l can work for the rest of today," the boy ansveer#'ll work all night, until dawn, and
I'll clean every piece of crystal in your shopréturn, | need money to get to Egypt
tomorrow."

The merchant laughed. "Even if you cleaned my afyst an entire year... even if you
earned a good commission selling every piece, youldvstill have to borrow money to
get to Egypt. There are thousands of kilometedestrt between here and there."”

There was a moment of silence so profound thateired the city was asleep. No sound
from the bazaars, no arguments among the merchremtsen climbing to the towers to
chant. No hope, no adventure, no old kings or diestj no treasure, and no Pyramids. It
was as if the world had fallen silent because thesbsoul had. He sat there, staring
blankly through the door of the café, wishing thathad died, and that everything would
end forever at that moment.

The merchant looked anxiously at the boy. All thwe e had seen that morning had
suddenly disappeared.



"l can give you the money you need to get backotar gountry, my son," said the crystal
merchant.

The boy said nothing. He got up, adjusted his ahgthand picked up his pouch.
"I'll work for you," he said.

And after another long silence, he added, "I needay to buy some sheep."

PART TWO

The boy had been working for the crystal merchanafmost a month, and he could see
that it wasn't exactly the kind of job that wouléke him happy. The merchant spent the
entire day mumbling behind the counter, telling Itlog to be careful with the pieces and

not to break anything.

But he stayed with the job because the merchahwgh he was an old grouch, treated
him fairly; the boy received a good commissiondach piece he sold, and had already
been able to put some money aside. That morningtde&lone some calculating: if he
continued to work every day as he had been, hedvuegd a whole year to be able to
buy some sheep.

"I'd like to build a display case for the crystah® boy said to the merchant. "We could
place it outside, and attract those people who geige bottom of the hill."

"I've never had one before," the merchant answéRmbple will pass by and bump into
it, and pieces will be broken."

"Well, when | took my sheep through the fields savhéhem might have died if we had
come upon a snake. But that's the way life is witbep and with shepherds.”

The merchant turned to a customer who wanted tdmextal glasses. He was selling
better than ever... as if time had turned back tatdelays when the street had been one
of Tangier's major attractions.

"Business has really improved,” he said to the laftgr the customer had left. "I'm doing
much better, and soon you'll be able to returnowar gheep. Why ask more out of life?"

"Because we have to respond to omens," the boy aambst without meaning to; then
he regretted what he had said, because the merthdmever met the king.



"It's called the principle of favorability, beginfeluck. Because life wants you to
achieve your destiny," the old king had said.

But the merchant understood what the boy had $aiel boy's very presence in the shop
was an omen, and, as time passed and money waagouo the cash drawer, he had no
regrets about having hired the boy. The boy wasgdopaid more money than he deserved,
because the merchant, thinking that sales wouwdmiunt to much, had offered the boy a
high commission rate. He had assumed he would sgtom to his sheep.

"Why did you want to get to the Pyramids?" he askedet away from the business of
the display.

"Because I've always heard about them," the bowaregl, saying nothing about his
dream. The treasure was now nothing but a painérhary, and he tried to avoid
thinking about it.

"I don't know anyone around here who would wartdrttss the desert just to see the
Pyramids," said the merchant. "They're just a gilstones. You could build one in your
backyard."

"You've never had dreams of travel,” said the boging to wait on a customer who had
entered the shop.

Two days later, the merchant spoke to the boy atheudisplay.

"I don't much like change," he said. "You and Iréreke Hassan, that rich merchant. If
he makes a buying mistake, it doesn't affect hinshm&8ut we two have to live with our
mistakes."

That's true enough, the boy thought, ruefully.
"Why did you think we should have the display?"

"l want to get back to my sheep faster. We hauvake advantage when luck is on our
side, and do as much to help it as it's doing tp bs. It's called the principle of
favorability. Or beginner's luck."

The merchant was silent for a few moments. Thesala "The Prophet gave us the
Koran, and left us just five obligations to satidiyring our lives. The most important is
to believe only in the one true God. The othergangray five times a day, fast during
Ramadan, and be charitable to the poor."

He stopped there. His eyes filled with tears asguoke of the Prophet. He was a devout
man, and, even with all his impatience, he wanvdd/é his life in accordance with
Muslim law.



"What's the fifth obligation?" the boy asked.

"Two days ago, you said that | had never dreamechwél,” the merchant answered.
"The fifth obligation of every Muslim is a pilgringe. We are obliged, at least once in
our lives, to visit the holy city of Mecca.

"Mecca is a lot farther away than the Pyramids. WVheas young, all | wanted to do
was put together enough money to start this shitymught that someday I'd be rich, and
could go to Mecca. | began to make some money, ¢uild never bring myself to leave
someone in charge of the shop; the crystals areatielthings. At the same time, people
were passing my shop all the time, heading for MeS&ome of them were rich pilgrims,
traveling in caravans with servants and camelsyimsgt of the people making the
pilgrimage were poorer than I.

"All who went there were happy at having done dweyplaced the symbols of the
pilgrimage on the doors of their houses. One aifnthee cobbler who made his living
mending boots, said that he had traveled for almgstar through the desert, but that he
got more tired when he had to walk through thees¢ref Tangier buying his leather.”

"Well, why don't you go to Mecca now?" asked thg.bo

"Because it's the thought of Mecca that keeps ime.al'hat's what helps me face these
days that are all the same, these mute crystalseoshelves, and lunch and dinner at that
same horrible café. I'm afraid that if my dreamealized, I'll have no reason to go on
living.

"You dream about your sheep and the Pyramids, duitey different from me, because
you want to realize your dreams. | just want taadneabout Mecca. I've already imagined
a thousand times crossing the desert, arrivingeaPtaza of the Sacred Stone, the seven
times | walk around it before allowing myself tatd it. I've already imagined the
people who would be at my side, and those in fobmbe, and the conversations and
prayers we would share. But I'm afraid that it veball be a disappointment, so | prefer
just to dream about it."

That day, the merchant gave the boy permissiomild the display. Not everyone can
see his dreams come true in the same way.

*

Two more months passed, and the shelf brought roastpmers into the crystal shop.
The boy estimated that, if he worked for six momnths, he could return to Spain and
buy sixty sheep, and yet another sixty. In less thgear, he would have doubled his
flock, and he would be able to do business withAtebs, because he was now able to
speak their strange language. Since that mornitigeimarketplace, he had never again
made use of Urim and Thummim, because Egypt wasjmsivas distant a dream for him



as was Mecca for the merchant. Anyway, the boyltsdme happy in his work, and
thought all the time about the day when he wousgibark at Tarifa as a winner.

"You must always know what it is that you want,g wld king had said. The boy knew,
and was now working toward it. Maybe it was hissiere to have wound up in that
strange land, met up with a thief, and doubledsthe of his flock without spending a
cent.

He was proud of himself. He had learned some inapothings, like how to deal in
crystal, and about the language without words...abwit omens. One afternoon he had
seen a man at the top of the hill, complaining thatis impossible to find a decent place
to get something to drink after such a climb. Thg,laccustomed to recognizing omens,
spoke to the merchant.

"Let's sell tea to the people who climb the hill."
"Lots of places sell tea around here," the merchaiut.

"But we could sell tea in crystal glasses. The peeopll enjoy the tea and want to buy
the glasses. | have been told that beauty is &t geducer of men."

The merchant didn't respond, but that afternodey ahying his prayers and closing the
shop, he invited the boy to sit with him and shHasehookah, that strange pipe used by
the Arabs.

"What is it you're looking for?" asked the old nfeant.

"I've already told you. | need to buy my sheep bhackl have to earn the money to do
so."

The merchant put some new coals in the hookahirdnaded deeply.

"I've had this shop for thirty years. | know goagstal from bad, and everything else
there is to know about crystal. | know its dimemsi@nd how it behaves. If we serve tea
in crystal, the shop is going to expand. And tHimave to change my way of life."

"Well, isn't that good?"

"I'm already used to the way things are. Before game, | was thinking about how
much time | had wasted in the same place, whildriragds had moved on, and either
went bankrupt or did better than they had befdrmadde me very depressed. Now, | can
see that it hasn't been too bad. The shop is gxhetlsize | always wanted it to be. |
don't want to change anything, because | don't know to deal with change. I'm used to
the way | am.”



The boy didn't know what to say. The old man cardoh "You have been a real blessing
to me. Today, | understand something | didn't sferbk: every blessing ignored becomes
a curse. | don't want anything else in life. Butiyaye forcing me to look at wealth and at
horizons | have never known. Now that | have séemt and now that | see how
immense my possibilities are, I'm going to feel seothan | did before you arrived.
Because | know the things | should be able to aptisim and | don't want to do so."”

It's good | refrained from saying anything to ttekér in Tarifa, thought the boy to
himself.

They went on smoking the pipe for a while as thelsegan to set. They were conversing
in Arabic, and the boy was proud of himself forrigeable to do so. There had been a
time when he thought that his sheep could teachelvienything he needed to know about
the world. But they could never have taught himbAeca

There are probably other things in the world thatsheep can't teach me, thought the
boy as he regarded the old merchant. All they dweereally, is look for food and water.
And maybe it wasn't that they were teaching mefhmitt| was learning from them.

"Maktub," the merchant said, finally.
"What does that mean?"

"You would have to have been born an Arab to uridecs” he answered. "But in your
language it would be something like It is writtén.

And, as he smothered the coals in the hookah,lti¢lte boy that he could begin to sell
tea in the crystal glasses. Sometimes, there'siquatay to hold back the river.

*

The men climbed the hill, and they were tired wtteay reached the top. But there they
saw a crystal shop that offered refreshing mint &y went in to drink the tea, which
was served in beautiful crystal glasses.

"My wife never thought of this," said one, and leeight some crystal—he was
entertaining guests that night, and the guestsdvoelimpressed by the beauty of the
glassware. The other man remarked that tea wayslmware delicious when it was
served in crystal, because the aroma was retaiiedthird said that it was a tradition in
the Orient to use crystal glasses for tea becadmsalimagical powers.

Before long, the news spread, and a great manylgpbegan to climb the hill to see the
shop that was doing something new in a trade tlaatse old. Other shops were opened
that served tea in crystal, but they weren't atalpeof a hill, and they had little business.



Eventually, the merchant had to hire two more elyg#s. He began to import enormous
guantities of tea, along with his crystal, anddfisp was sought out by men and women
with a thirst for things new.

And, in that way, the months passed.

The boy awoke before dawn. It had been eleven nsanrid nine days since he had first
set foot on the African continent.

He dressed in his Arabian clothing of white linbought especially for this day. He put
his headcloth in place and secured it with a riraglenof camel skin. Wearing his new
sandals, he descended the stairs silently.

The city was still sleeping. He prepared himseddadwich and drank some hot tea from
a crystal glass. Then he sat in the sun-filled @@gr smoking the hookah.

He smoked in silence, thinking of nothing, andelishg to the sound of the wind that
brought the scent of the desert. When he had &dlistis smoke, he reached into one of
his pockets, and sat there for a few moments, daggwhat he had withdrawn.

It was a bundle of money. Enough to buy himseléiadied and twenty sheep, a return
ticket, and a license to import products from Adriato his own country.

He waited patiently for the merchant to awaken @peh the shop. Then the two went off
to have some more tea.

"I'm leaving today," said the boy. "I have the mphaeed to buy my sheep. And you
have the money you need to go to Mecca."

The old man said nothing.

"Will you give me your blessing?" asked the boyolivhave helped me." The man
continued to prepare his tea, saying nothing. Trreeturned to the boy.

"I am proud of you," he said. "You brought a newlifeg into my crystal shop. But you
know that I'm not going to go to Mecca. Just as koow that you're not going to buy
your sheep."”

"Who told you that?" asked the boy, startled.

"Maktub" said the old crystal merchant.

And he gave the boy his blessing.



The boy went to his room and packed his belonginbsy filled three sacks. As he was
leaving, he saw, in the corner of the room, hissbidpherd's pouch. It was bunched up,
and he had hardly thought of it for a long time.h&stook his jacket out of the pouch,
thinking to give it to someone in the street, the stones fell to the floor. Urim and
Thummim.

It made the boy think of the old king, and it d&dthim to realize how long it had been
since he had thought of him. For nearly a yeahdwbeen working incessantly, thinking
only of putting aside enough money so that he coetlagrn to Spain with pride.

"Never stop dreaming," the old king had said. "&@lthe omens."

The boy picked up Urim and Thummim, and, once adad the strange sensation that
the old king was nearby. He had worked hard foear yand the omens were that it was
time to go.

I'm going to go back to doing just what | did b&fpothe boy thought. Even though the
sheep didn't teach me to speak Arabic.

But the sheep had taught him something even mqgpertant: that there was a language
in the world that everyone understood, a langubgdby had used throughout the time
that he was trying to improve things at the shopuds the language of enthusiasm, of
things accomplished with love and purpose, andaaisgbh a search for something
believed in and desired. Tangier was no longeramge city, and he felt that, just as he
had conquered this place, he could conquer thedworl

"When you want something, all the universe conspioehelp you achieve it," the old
king had said.

But the old king hadn't said anything about bewighed, or about endless deserts, or
about people who know what their dreams are but @@t to realize them. The old
king hadn't told him that the Pyramids were juptla of stones, or that anyone could
build one in his backyard. And he had forgottemention that, when you have enough
money to buy a flock larger than the one you hddreeyou should buy it.

The boy picked up his pouch and put it with hiseotthings. He went down the stairs and
found the merchant waiting on a foreign couple,le/two other customers walked about
the shop, drinking tea from crystal glasses. It mase activity than usual for this time of
the morning. From where he stood, he saw for tisé tiime that the old merchant's hair
was very much like the hair of the old king. He esnbered the smile of the candy seller,
on his first day in Tangier, when he had nothingaband nowhere to go—that smile had
also been like the old king's smile.



It's almost as if he had been here and left hikpter thought. And yet, none of these
people has ever met the old king. On the other ha@daid that he always appeared to
help those who are trying to realize their destiny.

He left without saying good-bye to the crystal nanrct. He didn't want to cry with the
other people there. He was going to miss the @adeall the good things he had learned.
He was more confident in himself, though, anddslthough he could conquer the world.

"But I'm going back to the fields that | know, ke care of my flock again.” He said that
to himself with certainty, but he was no longer wagvith his decision. He had worked
for an entire year to make a dream come true, laaiddiream, minute by minute, was
becoming less important. Maybe because that waesaily his dream.

Who knows... maybe it's better to be like the crystalchant: never go to Mecca, and
just go through life wanting to do so, he thouglgain trying to convince himself. But as
he held Urim and Thummim in his hand, they haddnaitted to him the strength and

will of the old king. By coincidence—or maybe it svan omen, the boy thought—he
came to the bar he had entered on his first dag tAée thief wasn't there, and the owner
brought him a cup of tea.

| can always go back to being a shepherd, the lhayght. | learned how to care for
sheep, and | haven't forgotten how that's donentaytbe I'll never have another chance
to get to the Pyramids in Egypt. The old man wobeeastplate of gold, and he knew
about my past. He really was a king, a wise king.

The hills of Andalusia were only two hours awayt there was an entire desert between
him and the Pyramids. Yet the boy felt that theas awnother way to regard his situation:
he was actually two hours closer to his treasurbe fdct that the two hours had
stretched into an entire year didn't matter.

| know why | want to get back to my flock, he théwtigl understand sheep; they're no
longer a problem, and they can be good friendsth@mther hand, | don't know if the
desert can be a friend, and it's in the desertithave to search for my treasure. If | don't
find it, | can always go home. | finally have enbugoney, and all the time | need. Why
not?

He suddenly felt tremendously happy. He could abwgy back to being a shepherd. He
could always become a crystal salesman again. Miagbeorld had other hidden
treasures, but he had a dream, and he had meaWkitly. That doesn't happen to just
anyone!

He was planning as he left the bar. He had remesdiibiat one of the crystal merchant's
suppliers transported his crystal by means of caravhat crossed the desert. He held
Urim and Thummim in his hand; because of thosedteaes, he was once again on the
way to his treasure.



"l am always nearby, when someone wants to retlie destiny,” the old king had told
him.

What could it cost to go over to the supplier'setause and find out if the Pyramids
were really that far away?

The Englishman was sitting on a bench in a stredtuat smelled of animals, sweat, and
dust; it was part warehouse, part corral. | nelreught I'd end up in a place like this, he
thought, as he leafed through the pages of a cla¢foiernal. Ten years at the university,
and here | am in a corral.

But he had to move on. He believed in omens. Alllife and all his studies were aimed
at finding the one true language of the universst Re had studied Esperanto, then the
world's religions, and now it was alchemy. He krieww to speak Esperanto, he
understood all the major religions well, but he miaget an alchemist. He had unraveled
the truths behind important questions, but hisistidad taken him to a point beyond
which he could not seem to go. He had tried in vaiestablish a relationship with an
alchemist. But the alchemists were strange pewgie,thought only about themselves,
and almost always refused to help him. Who knowasylra they had failed to discover
the secret of the Master Work—the Philosopher's&teand for this reason kept their
knowledge to themselves.

He had already spent much of the fortune left to by his father, fruitlessly seeking the
Philosopher's Stone. He had spent enormous amotiiise at the great libraries of the
world, and had purchased all the rarest and mgsbritant volumes on alchemy. In one
he had read that, many years ago, a famous Arabshemist had visited Europe. It was
said that he was more than two hundred years ottltteat he had discovered the
Philosopher's Stone and the Elixir of Life. The Estgnan had been profoundly
impressed by the story. But he would never havaghbit more than just a myth, had
not a friend of his—returning from an archaeolof@gedition in the desert—told him
about an Arab that was possessed of exceptionasow

"He lives at the Al-Fayoum oasis," his friend hagbls"And people say that he is two
hundred years old, and is able to transform anyhieto gold.”

The Englishman could not contain his excitementcaieceled all his commitments and
pulled together the most important of his booksl mow here he was, sitting inside a
dusty, smelly warehouse. Outside, a huge caravarbeiag prepared for a crossing of
the Sahara, and was scheduled to pass throughydliRa

I'm going to find that damned alchemist, the Erdghan thought. And the odor of the
animals became a bit more tolerable.

A young Arab, also loaded down with baggage, edteard greeted the Englishman.



"Where are you bound?" asked the young Arab.

"I'm going into the desert," the man answered,ifgback to his reading. He didn't want
any conversation at this point. What he neededtwak review all he had learned over
the years, because the alchemist would certairtlfiputo the test.

The young Arab took out a book and began to rebd.bbok was written in Spanish.
That's good, thought the Englishman. He spoke Shametter than Arabic, and, if this
boy was going to Al-Fayoum, there would be someortalk to when there were no
other important things to do.

"That's strange," said the boy, as he tried onainag read the burial scene that began
the book. "I've been trying for two years to relaid book, and | never get past these first
few pages.” Even without a king to provide an intption, he was unable to concentrate.

He still had some doubts about the decision henfdie. But he was able to understand
one thing: making a decision was only the beginmihtpings. When someone makes a
decision, he is really diving into a strong currtgrat will carry him to places he had
never dreamed of when he first made the decision.

When | decided to seek out my treasure, | neveginea that I'd wind up working in a
crystal shop, he thought. And joining this carawaay have been my decision, but where
it goes is going to be a mystery to me.

Nearby was the Englishman, reading a book. He seemieiendly, and had looked
irritated when the boy had entered. They might éware become friends, but the
Englishman closed off the conversation.

The boy closed his book. He felt that he didn't itardo anything that might make him
look like the Englishman. He took Urim and Thumninem his pocket, and began
playing with them.

The stranger shouted, "Urim and Thummim!"

In a flash the boy put them back in his pocket.

"They're not for sale," he said.

"They're not worth much," the Englishman answet&tey're only made of rock crystal,
and there are millions of rock crystals in the leaBut those who know about such things
would know that those are Urim and Thummim. | ditnow that they had them in this

part of the world."

"They were given to me as a present by a king,'bthesaid.



The stranger didn't answer; instead, he put hisl Irahis pocket, and took out two stones
that were the same as the boy's.

"Did you say a king?" he asked.

"l guess you don't believe that a king would tallsomeone like me, a shepherd," he said,
wanting to end the conversation.

"Not at all. It was shepherds who were the firstedcognize a king that the rest of the
world refused to acknowledge. So, it's not surpgghat kings would talk to shepherds."

And he went on, fearing that the boy wouldn't ustlerd what he was talking about, "It's
in the Bible. The same book that taught me abouhl@nd Thummim. These stones
were the only form of divination permitted by Gddhe priests carried them in a golden
breastplate.”

The boy was suddenly happy to be there at the wassh

"Maybe this is an omen," said the Englishman, alatid.

"Who told you about omens?" The boy's interest waeasing by the moment.
"Everything in life is an omen," said the Englishhmaow closing the journal he was
reading. "There is a universal language, understbyoelerybody, but already forgotten.
| am in search of that universal language, amohgrahings. That's why I'm here. | have
to find a man who knows that universal languageakshemist.”

The conversation was interrupted by the warehoaoss.b

"You're in luck, you two," the fat Arab said. "Tleés a caravan leaving today for Al-
Fayoum."

"But I'm going to Egypt,” the boy said.

"Al-Fayoum is in Egypt,” said the Arab. "What kinfl Arab are you?"

"That's a good luck omen," the Englishman saidyrdfte fat Arab had gone out. "If |
could, I'd write a huge encyclopedia just aboutvtleedsluck andcoincidence. It's with

those words that the universal language is written.

He told the boy it was no coincidence that he hatlmm with Urim and Thummim in
his hand. And he asked the boy if he, too, wesearch of the alchemist.

"I'm looking for a treasure,"” said the boy, andrhenediately regretted having said it.
But the Englishman appeared not to attach any itapoe to it.



"In a way, so am |," he said.

"l don't even know what alchemy is," the boy wagrsg when the warehouse boss
called to them to come outside.

"I'm the leader of the caravan," said a dark-epedyded man. "I hold the power of life
and death for every person | take with me. Therdésa capricious lady, and sometimes
she drives men crazy."

There were almost two hundred people gathered,thacefour hundred animals—
camels, horses, mules, and fowl. In the crowd wemmen, children, and a number of
men with swords at their belts and rifles slungloir shoulders. The Englishman had
several suitcases filled with books. There waskibleaof noise, and the leader had to
repeat himself several times for everyone to uridedswhat he was saying.

"There are a lot of different people here, and dashhis own God. But the only God |
serve is Allah, and in his name | swear that | ddleverything possible once again to
win out over the desert. But | want each and ewely of you to swear by the God you
believe in that you will follow my orders no mattehat. In the desert, disobedience
means death."

There was a murmur from the crowd. Each was sweayietly to his or her own God.
The boy swore to Jesus Christ. The Englishmanrsatiiing. And the murmur lasted
longer than a simple vow would have. The peoplesvadso praying to heaven for
protection.

A long note was sounded on a bugle, and everyonasted up. The boy and the
Englishman had bought camels, and climbed uncéytamto their backs. The boy felt
sorry for the Englishman's camel, loaded down asdsewith the cases of books.

"There's no such thing as coincidence,"” said thgdi&mman, picking up the conversation
where it had been interrupted in the warehous®. lire because a friend of mine heard
of an Arab who..."

But the caravan began to move, and it was impassibhear what the Englishman was
saying. The boy knew what he was about to desdtioeigh: the mysterious chain that
links one thing to another, the same chain thatdaaded him to become a shepherd, that
had caused his recurring dream, that had broughtdia city near Africa, to find a king,
and to be robbed in order to meet a crystal metclad. ..

The closer one gets to realizing his destiny, tloeenthat destiny becomes his true reason
for being, thought the boy.



The caravan moved toward the east. It travelechduhe morning, halted when the sun
was at its strongest, and resumed late in thenaiter. The boy spoke very little with the
Englishman, who spent most of his time with hisksoo

The boy observed in silence the progress of thealsiand people across the desert.
Now everything was quite different from how it wiasit day they had set out: then, there
had been confusion and shouting, the cries of @mlénd the whinnying of animals, all
mixed with the nervous orders of the guides andrikechants.

But, in the desert, there was only the sound ofteenal wind, and of the hoofbeats of
the animals. Even the guides spoke very littlerte another.

"I've crossed these sands many times," said ottfeeafamel drivers one night. "But the
desert is so huge, and the horizons so distaritiitbg make a person feel small, and as if
he should remain silent."

The boy understood intuitively what he meant, ewéhout ever having set foot in the
desert before. Whenever he saw the sea, or d&érkell silent, impressed by their
elemental force.

I've learned things from the sheep, and I've lghthiags from crystal, he thought. | can
learn something from the desert, too. It seemsanttiwise.

The wind never stopped, and the boy rememberedayée had sat at the fort in Tarifa
with this same wind blowing in his face. It remidd&m of the wool from his sheep...
his sheep who were now seeking food and waterdriighds of Andalusia, as they
always had.

"They're not my sheep anymore," he said to himséthout nostalgia. "They must be
used to their new shepherd, and have probablydireagotten me. That's good.
Creatures like the sheep, that are used to trayedimow about moving on."

He thought of the merchant's daughter, and wastbateshe had probably married.
Perhaps to a baker, or to another shepherd wha ceatl and could tell her exciting
stories—after all, he probably wasn't the only dBgt he was excited at his intuitive
understanding of the camel driver's comment: médngbeas also learning the universal
language that deals with the past and the presatitmeople. "Hunches," his mother
used to call them. The boy was beginning to undedsthat intuition is really a sudden
immersion of the soul into the universal currenlifef where the histories of all people
are connected, and we are able to know everytbicguse it's all written there.

"Maktub," the boy said, remembering the crystal merchant.
The desert was all sand in some stretches, ang makhers. When the caravan was

blocked by a boulder, it had to go around it; gérlnwas a large rocky area, they had to
make a major detour. If the sand was too finetieranimals' hooves, they sought a way



where the sand was more substantial. In some pléeeground was covered with the
salt of dried-up lakes. The animals balked at qulabes, and the camel drivers were
forced to dismount and unburden their charges.dfivers carried the freight themselves
over such treacherous footing, and then reloadeddmels. If a guide were to fall ill or
die, the camel drivers would draw lots and appainew one.

But all this happened for one basic reason: noanhtiw many detours and adjustments
it made, the caravan moved toward the same conpoésis Once obstacles were
overcome, it returned to its course, sighting @taa that indicated the location of the
oasis. When the people saw that star shining imibiing sky, they knew they were on
the right course toward water, palm trees, shediad, other people. It was only the
Englishman who was unaware of all this; he wastHermost part, immersed in reading
his books.

The boy, too, had his book, and he had tried td reduring the first few days of the
journey. But he found it much more interesting bserve the caravan and listen to the
wind. As soon as he had learned to know his caettth and to establish a relationship
with him, he threw the book away. Although the Ibayl developed a superstition that
each time he opened the book he would learn songeiimportant, he decided it was an
unnecessary burden.

He became friendly with the camel driver who tradehlongside him. At night, as they
sat around the fire, the boy related to the driugradventures as a shepherd.

During one of these conversations, the driver tbldis own life.

"l used to live near El Cairum," he said. "I had arghard, my children, and a life that
would change not at all until | died. One year, wilge crop was the best ever, we all
went to Mecca, and | satisfied the only unmet d@ilan in my life. | could die happily,
and that made me feel good.

"One day, the earth began to tremble, and thedvzflowed its banks. It was
something that | thought could happen only to atheever to me. My neighbors feared
they would lose all their olive trees in the flo@hd my wife was afraid that we would
lose our children. | thought that everything | odmveould be destroyed.

"The land was ruined, and | had to find some oty to earn a living. So now I'm a
camel driver. But that disaster taught me to urtdadsthe word of Allah: people need
not fear the unknown if they are capable of aclnigwvhat they need and want.

"We are afraid of losing what we have, whetheratis life or our possessions and
property. But this fear evaporates when we undedstiaat our life stories and the history
of the world were written by the same hand."

Sometimes, their caravan met with another. Oneyawad something that the other
needed—as if everything were indeed written bylwened. As they sat around the fire,



the camel drivers exchanged information about wordss, and told stories about the
desert.

At other times, mysterious, hooded men would apgkay were Bedouins who did
surveillance along the caravan route. They providachings about thieves and barbarian
tribes. They came in silence and departed the seagedressed in black garments that
showed only their eyes. One night, a camel drieene to the fire where the Englishman
and the boy were sitting. "There are rumors ofdrikars," he told them.

The three fell silent. The boy noted that there waense of fear in the air, even though
no one said anything. Once again he was experigticelanguage without words... the
universal language.

The Englishman asked if they were in danger.

"Once you get into the desert, there's no going baaid the camel driver. "And, when
you can't go back, you have to worry only aboutltest way of moving forward. The
rest is up to Allah, including the danger."

And he concluded by saying the mysterious wokéaktub."

"You should pay more attention to the caravan, by said to the Englishman, after the
camel driver had left. "We make a lot of detourg, We're always heading for the same
destination."

"And you ought to read more about the world," angegde¢he Englishman. "Books are
like caravans in that respect.”

The immense collection of people and animals bégaravel faster. The days had
always been silent, but now, even the nights—whertravelers were accustomed to
talking around the fires—had also become quiet.,Am@ day, the leader of the caravan
made the decision that the fires should no longdidited, so as not to attract attention
to the caravan.

The travelers adopted the practice of arrangin@thmals in a circle at night, sleeping
together in the center as protection against tlo¢unoal cold. And the leader posted
armed sentinels at the fringes of the group.

The Englishman was unable to sleep one night. Hedcto the boy, and they took a
walk along the dunes surrounding the encampmemelivas a full moon, and the boy
told the Englishman the story of his life.

The Englishman was fascinated with the part alduaiptogress achieved at the crystal
shop after the boy began working there.



"That's the principle that governs all things,"dagd. "In alchemy, it's called the Soul of
the World. When you want something with all youatgthat's when you are closest to
the Soul of the World. It's always a positive fofce

He also said that this was not just a human duétt everything on the face of the earth
had a soul, whether mineral, vegetable, or animaleven just a simple thought.

"Everything on earth is being continuously transfed, because the earth is alive... and
it has a soul. We are part of that soul, so wdyaezognize that it is working for us. But

in the crystal shop you probably realized that elrenglasses were collaborating in your
success."

The boy thought about that for a while as he lockietithe moon and the bleached sands.
"I have watched the caravan as it crossed the tlekersaid. "The caravan and the desert
speak the same language, and it's for that reasbihte desert allows the crossing. It's
going to test the caravan's every step to ses ihitime, and, if it is, we will make it to

the oasis."

"If either of us had joined this caravan based ampersonal courage, but without
understanding that language, this journey wouldehHaen much more difficult.”

They stood there looking at the moon.

"That's the magic of omens," said the boy. "I'verskow the guides read the signs of the
desert, and how the soul of the caravan speak®tsdul of the desert."

The Englishman said, "I'd better pay more attentiothhe caravan.”
"And I'd better read your books," said the boy.

*

They were strange books. They spoke about mersaly,dragons, and kings, and he
didn't understand any of it. But there was one itieh seemed to repeat itself throughout
all the books: all things are the manifestatiooé thing only.

In one of the books he learned that the most inapbtext in the literature of alchemy
contained only a few lines, and had been inscrdrethe surface of an emerald.

"It's the Emerald Tablet,” said the Englishmanuprthat he might teach something to
the boy.

"Well, then, why do we need all these books?" i dsked.

"So that we can understand those few lines," thgdishrman answered, without
appearing really to believe what he had said.



The book that most interested the boy told thaesaf the famous alchemists. They
were men who had dedicated their entire lives ¢optlrification of metals in their
laboratories; they believed that, if a metal wezathd for many years, it would free itself
of all its individual properties, and what was Mefiuld be the Soul of the World. This
Soul of the World allowed them to understand amglon the face of the earth, because
it was the language with which all things commuteda They called that discovery the
Master Work—it was part liquid and part solid.

"Can't you just observe men and omens in ordentierstand the language?" the boy
asked.

"You have a mania for simplifying everything," aresed the Englishman, irritated.
"Alchemy is a serious discipline. Every step habadollowed exactly as it was followed
by the masters."

The boy learned that the liquid part of the Ma¥tark was called the Elixir of Life, and
that it cured all ilinesses; it also kept the atois from growing old. And the solid part
was called the Philosopher's Stone.

"It's not easy to find the Philosopher's Stoneid fae Englishman. "The alchemists spent
years in their laboratories, observing the fird fhaified the metals. They spent so much
time close to the fire that gradually they gavehgpvanities of the world. They
discovered that the purification of the metals leatito a purification of themselves."

The boy thought about the crystal merchant. Hedaadl that it was a good thing for the
boy to clean the crystal pieces, so that he coele iimself from negative thoughts. The
boy was becoming more and more convinced that algleould be learned in one's daily
life.

"Also," said the Englishman, "the Philosopher'sngtbas a fascinating property. A small
sliver of the stone can transform large quantitiesetal into gold."”

Having heard that, the boy became even more ineeté@s alchemy. He thought that,
with some patience, he'd be able to transform eleny into gold. He read the lives of
the various people who had succeeded in doing slvétius, Elias, Fulcanelli, and
Geber. They were fascinating stories: each of tied out his destiny to the end. They
traveled, spoke with wise men, performed miracbegtie incredulous, and owned the
Philosopher's Stone and the Elixir of Life.

But when the boy wanted to learn how to achieveMhaster Work, he became
completely lost. There were just drawings, codetruttions, and obscure texts.

*

"Why do they make things so complicated?" he askedEnglishman one night. The boy
had noticed that the Englishman was irritable, mmgsed his books.



"So that those who have the responsibility for ustdading can understand," he said.
"Imagine if everyone went around transforming legd gold. Gold would lose its value.

"It's only those who are persistent, and willingstody things deeply, who achieve the
Master Work. That's why I'm here in the middle lué tlesert. I'm seeking a true
alchemist who will help me to decipher the codes."

"When were these books written?" the boy asked.
"Many centuries ago."

"They didn't have the printing press in those day® boy argued. "There was no way
for everybody to know about alchemy. Why did theg such strange language, with so
many drawings?"

The Englishman didn't answer him directly. He ghat for the past few days he had
been paying attention to how the caravan operatgdhat he hadn't learned anything
new. The only thing he had noticed was that tallvaf was becoming more and more
frequent.

Then one day the boy returned the books to theifmghn. "Did you learn anything?"
the Englishman asked, eager to hear what it mighHe needed someone to talk to so as
to avoid thinking about the possibility of war.

"l learned that the world has a soul, and that whoenderstands that soul can also
understand the language of things. | learned tlzatynalchemists realized their destinies,
and wound up discovering the Soul of the World,Rhdosopher's Stone, and the Elixir
of Life.

"But, above all, | learned that these things are@bkimple that they could be written on
the surface of an emerald.”

The Englishman was disappointed. The years of relsethe magic symbols, the strange
words and the laboratory equipment... none of thisrthade an impression on the boy.
His soul must be too primitive to understand thibgéegs, he thought.

He took back his books and packed them away agdhreir bags.

"Go back to watching the caravan," he said. "Th@n'tdteach me anything, either."

The boy went back to contemplating the silencénefdesert, and the sand raised by the
animals. "Everyone has his or her own way of leagnhings,” he said to himself. "His

way isn't the same as mine, nor mine as his. Buevbeth in search of our destinies, and
| respect him for that.”



The caravan began to travel day and night. The ésb&kdouins reappeared more and
more frequently, and the camel driver—who had bexargood friend of the boy's—
explained that the war between the tribes had &rbagun. The caravan would be very
lucky to reach the oasis.

The animals were exhausted, and the men talked @themselves less and less. The
silence was the worst aspect of the night, whemtbiee groan of a camel—which before
had been nothing but the groan of a camel—now teigdd everyone, because it might
signal a raid.

The camel driver, though, seemed not to be vergemed with the threat of war.

"I'm alive,” he said to the boy, as they ate a huofcdates one night, with no fires and no
moon. "When I'm eating, that's all | think abod@iti'rh on the march, | just concentrate on
marching. If I have to fight, it will be just as @ a day to die as any other.

"Because | don't live in either my past or my fetutm interested only in the present. If
you can concentrate always on the present, ya#dl bappy man. You'll see that there is
life in the desert, that there are stars in thevées, and that tribesmen fight because they
are part of the human race. Life will be a partyyfou, a grand festival, because life is
the moment we're living right now."

Two nights later, as he was getting ready to bedthe boy looked for the star they
followed every night. He thought that the horizoasva bit lower than it had been,
because he seemed to see stars on the desert itself

"It's the oasis," said the camel driver.

"Well, why don't we go there right now?" the bokes.

"Because we have to sleep."”

The boy awoke as the sun rose. There, in frontrof Where the small stars had been the
night before, was an endless row of date palmstcéting across the entire desert.

"We've done it!" said the Englishman, who had alsakened early.

But the boy was quiet. He was at home with thens#eof the desert, and he was content
just to look at the trees. He still had a long wago to reach the pyramids, and someday
this morning would just be a memory. But this waes present moment—the party the
camel driver had mentioned—and he wanted to lias ihe did the lessons of his past
and his dreams of the future. Although the visibthe date palms would someday be



just a memory, right now it signified shade, watarg a refuge from the war. Yesterday,
the camel's groan signaled danger, and now a ralatefpalms could herald a miracle.

The world speaks many languages, the boy thought.

*

The times rush past, and so do the caravans, ththghlchemist, as he watched the
hundreds of people and animals arriving at theso&gople were shouting at the new
arrivals, dust obscured the desert sun, and thérehiof the oasis were bursting with

excitement at the arrival of the strangers. Thaeaust saw the tribal chiefs greet the
leader of the caravan, and converse with him aftken

But none of that mattered to the alchemist. Hedleehdy seen many people come and
go, and the desert remained as it was. He hadksegs and beggars walking the desert
sands. The dunes were changed constantly by thes weh these were the same sands he
had known since he was a child. He always enjogethg the happiness that the
travelers experienced when, after weeks of yellamdsand blue sky, they first saw the
green of the date palms. Maybe God created thetdsséhat man could appreciate the
date trees, he thought.

He decided to concentrate on more practical mattegknew that in the caravan there

was a man to whom he was to teach some of histse€tee omens had told him so. He
didn't know the man yet, but his practiced eye waetognize him when he appeared.

He hoped that it would be someone as capable gsdugus apprentice.

| don't know why these things have to be transihitte word of mouth, he thought. It
wasn't exactly that they were secrets; God revdakedecrets easily to all his creatures.

He had only one explanation for this fact: thingsdato be transmitted this way because
they were made up from the pure life, and this lahtife cannot be captured in pictures
or words.

Because people become fascinated with picturesvandls, and wind up forgetting the
Language of the World.

The boy couldn't believe what he was seeing: tlséspeather than being just a well
surrounded by a few palm trees—as he had seenimacgeography book—was much
larger than many towns back in Spain. There wereethundred wells, fifty thousand
date trees, and innumerable colored tents spreadgthem.

"It looks like The Thousand and One Nights," said the Englishman, impatient to meet
with the alchemist.



They were surrounded by children, curious to lobtha animals and people that were
arriving. The men of the oasis wanted to know éythad seen any fighting, and the
women competed with one another for access tolthle and precious stones brought by
the merchants. The silence of the desert was andidteam; the travelers in the caravan
were talking incessantly, laughing and shoutingf #eey had emerged from the spiritual
world and found themselves once again in the wafrjoeople. They were relieved and

happy.

They had been taking careful precautions in thergsut the camel driver explained to
the boy that oases were always considered to eahérritories, because the majority
of the inhabitants were women and children. Thezevoases throughout the desert, but
the tribesmen fought in the desert, leaving thesas places of refuge.

With some difficulty, the leader of the caravanumbt all his people together and gave
them his instructions. The group was to remainglaithe oasis until the conflict
between the tribes was over. Since they were vssitbey would have to share living
space with those who lived there, and would bergthe best accommodations. That was
the law of hospitality. Then he asked that everyamg#uding his own sentinels, hand
over their arms to the men appointed by the trib@ftains.

"Those are the rules of war," the leader explaiti€de oases may not shelter armies or
troops."

To the boy's surprise, the Englishman took a chrplagd revolver out of his bag and
gave it to the men who were collecting the arms.

"Why a revolver?" he asked.
"It helped me to trust in people," the Englishmasveered.

Meanwhile, the boy thought about his treasure. dibger he got to the realization of his
dream, the more difficult things became. It seeaed what the old king had called
"beginner’s luck" were no longer functioning. Is pursuit of the dream, he was being
constantly subjected to tests of his persistendecanrage. So he could not be hasty, nor
impatient. If he pushed forward impulsively, he Jbfail to see the signs and omens left
by God along his path.

God placed them along my path. He had surprisegdéifrwith the thought. Until then,
he had considered the omens to be things of thiklwiake eating or sleeping, or like
seeking love or finding a job. He had never thougthem in terms of a language used
by God to indicate what he should do.

"Don't be impatient,” he repeated to himself. 'like the camel driver said: 'Eat when it's
time to eat. And move along when it's time to malang.'"



That first day, everyone slept from exhaustionludmg the Englishman. The boy was
assigned a place far from his friend, in a tenhwiite other young men of about his age.
They were people of the desert, and clamored tothisatories about the great cities.

The boy told them about his life as a shepherd veaslabout to tell them of his
experiences at the crystal shop when the Englishtoaare into the tent.

"I've been looking for you all morning," he said, Iz led the boy outside. "I need you to
help me find out where the alchemist lives."

First, they tried to find him on their own. An aéhist would probably live in a manner
that was different from that of the rest of the peat the oasis, and it was likely that in
his tent an oven was continuously burning. Theychesl everywhere, and found that the
oasis was much larger than they could have imagthede were hundreds of tents.

"We've wasted almost the entire day," said the iEhglan, sitting down with the boy
near one of the wells.

"Maybe we'd better ask someone," the boy suggested.

The Englishman didn't want to tell others aboutrbesons for being at the oasis, and
couldn't make up his mind. But, finally, he agréleat the boy, who spoke better Arabic
than he, should do so. The boy approached a worharhad come to the well to fill a
goatskin with water.

"Good afternoon, ma'am. I'm trying to find out widéine alchemist lives here at the
oasis."

The woman said she had never heard of such a pensdmurried away. But before she
fled, she advised the boy that he had better gabtconverse with women who were
dressed in black, because they were married wohheshould respect tradition.

The Englishman was disappointed. It seemed he lzald e long journey for nothing.
The boy was also saddened; his friend was in puohis destiny. And, when someone
was in such pursuit, the entire universe made famtéd help him succeed—that's what
the old king had said. He couldn't have been wrong.

"I had never heard of alchemists before,"” the lag.s’Maybe no one here has, either.”

The Englishman's eyes lit up. "That's it! Maybeome here knows what an alchemist is!
Find out who it is who cures the people's illneBses

Several women dressed in black came to the wellv&ter, but the boy would speak to
none of them, despite the Englishman's insisteRoen a man approached.

"Do you know someone here who cures people's gse&?' the boy asked.



"Allah cures our illnesses," said the man, clefitghtened of the strangers. "You're
looking for witch doctors." He spoke some versesiithe Koran, and moved on.

Another man appeared. He was older, and was cgreysmall bucket. The boy repeated
his question.

"Why do you want to find that sort of person?" #irab asked.

"Because my friend here has traveled for many nemtlorder to meet with him," the
boy said.

"If such a man is here at the oasis, he must beahepowerful one," said the old man
after thinking for a few moments. "Not even théatichieftains are able to see him when
they want to. Only when he consents.

"Wait for the end of the war. Then leave with tlagavan. Don't try to enter into the life
of the oasis," he said, and walked away.

But the Englishman was exultant. They were on idji&t track.

Finally, a young woman approached who was not dcessblack. She had a vessel on
her shoulder, and her head was covered by a w#ihdr face was uncovered. The boy
approached her to ask about the alchemist.

At that moment, it seemed to him that time stodt ahd the Soul of the World surged
within him. When he looked into her dark eyes, sad that her lips were poised
between a laugh and silence, he learned the masiriemt part of the language that all
the world spoke—the language that everyone on eathcapable of understanding in
their heart. It was love. Something older than hoityamore ancient than the desert.
Something that exerted the same force whenevepéaiwes of eyes met, as had theirs here
at the well. She smiled, and that was certainlpmen—the omen he had been awaiting,
without even knowing he was, for all his life. Ten he had sought to find with his
sheep and in his books, in the crystals and irsileace of the desert.

It was the pure Language of the World. It requinecexplanation, just as the universe
needs none as it travels through endless time. Wbdioy felt at that moment was that
he was in the presence of the only woman in hes &fhd that, with no need for words,
she recognized the same thing. He was more ceataithan of anything in the world.

He had been told by his parents and grandpareattfithmust fall in love and really
know a person before becoming committed. But mggmgple who felt that way had
never learned the universal language. Because, ydeknow that language, it's easy to
understand that someone in the world awaits yoether it's in the middle of the desert
or in some great city. And when two such peopleanter each other, and their eyes
meet, the past and the future become unimportdmarelis only that moment, and the
incredible certainty that everything under the baa been written by one hand only. It is



the hand that evokes love, and creates a twinfeoelery person in the world. Without
such love, one's dreams would have no meaning.

Maktub, thought the boy.

The Englishman shook the boy: "Come on, ask her!"

The boy stepped closer to the girl, and when shiednhe did the same.
"What's your name?" he asked.

"Fatima,"” the girl said, averting her eyes.

"That's what some women in my country are called.”

"It's the name of the Prophet's daughter,” Fatiaad. SThe invaders carried the name
everywhere." The beautiful girl spoke of the inviadeith pride.

The Englishman prodded him, and the boy askedbwrtahe man who cured people's
illnesses.

"That's the man who knows all the secrets of thddyoshe said. "He communicates
with the genies of the desert."

The genies were the spirits of good and evil. Aradirl pointed to the south, indicating
that it was there the strange man lived. Then dlled her vessel with water and left.

The Englishman vanished, too, gone to find theaattkt. And the boy sat there by the
well for a long time, remembering that one day arifa the levanter had brought to him
the perfume of that woman, and realizing that retlbged her before he even knew she
existed. He knew that his love for her would endtahe to discover every treasure in the
world.

The next day, the boy returned to the well, hogiongee the girl. To his surprise, the
Englishman was there, looking out at the desert,

"l waited all afternoon and evening,” he said. '&ppeared with the first stars of evening.
| told him what | was seeking, and he asked médd ever transformed lead into gold. |
told him that was what | had come here to learn.

"He told me | should try to do so. That's all h&ls&o and try." "

The boy didn't say anything. The poor Englishmaah thaveled all this way, only to be
told that he should repeat what he had already domeany times.

"So, then try," he said to the Englishman.



"That's what I'm going to do. I'm going to startnao

As the Englishman left, Fatima arrived and fillest essel with water.

"l came to tell you just one thing," the boy sdidvant you to be my wife. | love you."
The girl dropped the container, and the water esill

"I'm going to wait here for you every day. | havessed the desert in search of a treasure
that is somewhere near the Pyramids, and for neewtlt seemed a curse. But now it's a
blessing, because it brought me to you."

"The war is going to end someday," the girl said.

The boy looked around him at the date palms. Hen@ed himself that he had been a
shepherd, and that he could be a shepherd agaimaRaas more important than his
treasure.

"The tribesmen are always in search of treasuhne, girl said, as if she had guessed what
he was thinking. "And the women of the desert acei@ of their tribesmen.”

She refilled her vessel and left.

The boy went to the well every day to meet withirhat He told her about his life as a
shepherd, about the king, and about the crystad.shwey became friends, and except for
the fifteen minutes he spent with her, each dagnseehat it would never pass. When he
had been at the oasis for almost a month, the leddke caravan called a meeting of all
of the people traveling with him.

"We don't know when the war will end, so we caalitmue our journey,"” he said. "The
battles may last for a long time, perhaps evensy&8drere are powerful forces on both
sides, and the war is important to both armiesnkt a battle of good against evil. It's a
war between forces that are fighting for the badaoicpower, and, when that type of
battle begins, it lasts longer than others—becalisé is on both sides.”

The people went back to where they were living, taedooy went to meet with Fatima
that afternoon. He told her about the morning'stmge"The day after we met,"” Fatima
said, "you told me that you loved me. Then, yoghdume something of the universal
language and the Soul of the World. Because of tistve become a part of you."

The boy listened to the sound of her voice, andghoit to be more beautiful than the
sound of the wind in the date palms.

"I have been waiting for you here at this oasisaf¢ong time. | have forgotten about my
past, about my traditions, and the way in which rokthe desert expect women to



behave. Ever since | was a child, | have dreamaidtiie desert would bring me a
wonderful present. Now, my present has arrived,igsmgou.”

The boy wanted to take her hand. But Fatima's hhaltsto the handles of her jug.

"You have told me about your dreams, about the&ivlg and your treasure. And you've
told me about omens. So now, | fear nothing, bez#usas those omens that brought
you to me. And | am a part of your dream, a pastaefr destiny, as you call it.

"That's why | want you to continue toward your gdfyou have to wait until the war is
over, then wait. But if you have to go before thgmon in pursuit of your dream. The
dunes are changed by the wind, but the desert mbagmiges. That's the way it will be
with our love for each other.

"Maktub," she said. "If | am really a part of your drearay’ll come back one day."

The boy was sad as he left her that day. He thoofggt the married shepherds he had
known. They had a difficult time convincing theirwes that they had to go off into
distant fields. Love required them to stay with fle®ple they loved.

He told Fatima that, at their next meeting.

"The desert takes our men from us, and they dbwétye return,” she said. "We know
that, and we are used to it. Those who don't rdtecome a part of the clouds, a part of
the animals that hide in the ravines and of theemtdtat comes from the earth. They
become a part of everything... they become the SiatleoWorld.

"Some do come back. And then the other women gpyhlaecause they believe that
their men may one day return, as well. | used ok lat those women and envy them their
happiness. Now, | too will be one of the women wizat.

"I'm a desert woman, and I'm proud of that. | wagthusband to wander as free as the
wind that shapes the dunes. And, if | have to,lllagcept the fact that he has become a
part of the clouds, and the animals and the wdttreodesert.”

The boy went to look for the Englishman. He warttetell him about Fatima. He was
surprised when he saw that the Englishman had limilself a furnace outside his tent. It
was a strange furnace, fueled by firewood, wittaagparent flask heating on top. As the
Englishman stared out at the desert, his eyes sebnghter than they had when he was
reading his books.

"This is the first phase of the job," he said. dvk to separate out the sulfur. To do that
successfully, I must have no fear of failure. Isway fear of failure that first kept me
from attempting the Master Work. Now, I'm beginnimigat | could have started ten
years ago. But I'm happy at least that | didn't waenty years."



He continued to feed the fire, and the boy stayedrdil the desert turned pink in the
setting sun. He felt the urge to go out into theedk to see if its silence held the answers
to his questions.

He wandered for a while, keeping the date palnte®@basis within sight. He listened to
the wind, and felt the stones beneath his feeteldad there, he found a shell, and
realized that the desert, in remote times, had besa. He sat on a stone, and allowed
himself to become hypnotized by the horizon. Hedttio deal with the concept of love as
distinct from possession, and couldn't separata tiBait Fatima was a woman of the
desert, and, if anything could help him to underdtdt was the desert.

As he sat there thinking, he sensed movement atiave.ooking up, he saw a pair of
hawks flying high in the sky.

He watched the hawks as they drifted on the wirthoigh their flight appeared to have
no pattern, it made a certain kind of sense tdthe It was just that he couldn't grasp
what it meant. He followed the movement of the §jitdying to read something into it.
Maybe these desert birds could explain to him teammg of love without ownership.

He felt sleepy. In his heart, he wanted to remaiake, but he also wanted to sleep. "I
am learning the Language of the World, and evengtim the world is beginning to make
sense to me... even the flight of the hawks," he gatdmself. And, in that mood, he
was grateful to be in love. When you are in longs make even more sense, he
thought.

Suddenly, one of the hawks made a flashing divautljin the sky, attacking the other. As
it did so, a sudden, fleeting image came to the bBoyarmy, with its swords at the ready,
riding into the oasis. The vision vanished immealigtbut it had shaken him. He had
heard people speak of mirages, and had alreadyssee® himself: they were desires that,
because of their intensity, materialized over #eds of the desert. But he certainly

didn't desire that an army invade the oasis.

He wanted to forget about the vision, and returnisameditation. He tried again to
concentrate on the pink shades of the deserttastbnes. But there was something
there in his heart that wouldn't allow him to do so

"Always heed the omens," the old king had said. Btyerecalled what he had seen in
the vision, and sensed that it was actually gaengctcur.

He rose, and made his way back toward the palrs.t@ece again, he perceived the
many languages in the things about him: this tifme desert was safe, and it was the
oasis that had become dangerous.

The camel driver was seated at the base of a pabndbserving the sunset. He saw the
boy appear from the other side of the dunes.



"An army is coming," the boy said. "l had a visibn.
"The desert fills men's hearts with visions," tihenel driver answered.

But the boy told him about the hawks: that he hegihbwatching their flight and had
suddenly felt himself to have plunged to the Sduhe World.

The camel driver understood what the boy was sayieg<new that any given thing on
the face of the earth could reveal the historyllahéngs. One could open a book to any
page, or look at a person's hand; one could tward, or watch the flight of the birds...
whatever the thing observed, one could find a cotoe with his experience of the
moment. Actually, it wasn't that those things,hemselves, revealed anything at all; it
was just that people, looking at what was occuraraund them, could find a means of
penetration to the Soul of the World.

The desert was full of men who earned their liiidged on the ease with which they
could penetrate to the Soul of the World. They werawn as seers, and they were held
in fear by women and the elderly. Tribesmen wese alary of consulting them, because
it would be impossible to be effective in battl@ife knew that he was fated to die. The
tribesmen preferred the taste of battle, and thk o not knowing what the outcome
would be; the future was already written by Allahd what he had written was always
for the good of man. So the tribesmen lived onhythe present, because the present was
full of surprises, and they had to be aware of mamgs: Where was the enemy's sword?
Where was his horse? What kind of blow should cglevelr next in order to remain alive?
The camel driver was not a fighter, and he had woed with seers. Many of them had
been right about what they said, while some had eng. Then, one day, the oldest
seer he had ever sought out (and the one mostfeabed) had asked why the camel
driver was so interested in the future.

"Well... so | can do things," he had responded. "Aad can change those things that |
don't want to happen.”

"But then they wouldn't be a part of your futuréng seer had said.
"Well, maybe | just want to know the future so hqaepare myself for what's coming."

"If good things are coming, they will be a pleassumprise,” said the seer. "If bad things
are, and you know in advance, you will suffer gsebefore they even occur.”

"I want to know about the future because I'm a g camel driver had said to the seer.
"And men always live their lives based on the fatur

The seer was a specialist in the casting of tvhgghrew them on the ground, and made
interpretations based on how they fell. That d&yditn't make a cast. He wrapped the
twigs in a piece of cloth and put them back inljag.



"I make my living forecasting the future for peopliee said. "I know the science of the
twigs, and | know how to use them to penetraté¢opiace where all is written. There, |
can read the past, discover what has already loegatfen, and understand the omens
that are here in the present.

"When people consult me, it's not that I'm readhggyfuture; | am guessing at the future.
The future belongs to God, and it is only he wheeeds it, under extraordinary
circumstances. How do | guess at the future? Basdbe omens of the present. The
secret is here in the present. If you pay attertiathe present, you can improve upon it.
And, if you improve on the present, what comes lai# also be better. Forget about the
future, and live each day according to the teachingnfident that God loves his children.
Each day, in itself, brings with it an eternity."

The camel driver had asked what the circumstaness under which God would allow
him to see the future.

"Only when he, himself, reveals it. And God onlyels reveals the future. When he does
S0, it is for only one reason: it's a future thaswvritten so as to be altered.”

God had shown the boy a part of the future, theetamver thought. Why was it that he
wanted the boy to serve as his instrument?

"Go and speak to the tribal chieftains,” said thmel driver. "Tell them about the armies
that are approaching.”

"They'll laugh at me."

"They are men of the desert, and the men of thertlase used to dealing with omens."
"Well, then, they probably already know."

"They're not concerned with that right now. Thelidye that if they have to know about
something Allah wants them to know, someone willtteem about it. It has happened
many times before. But, this time, the person is.Yy0

The boy thought of Fatima. And he decided he wgaldo see the chiefs of the tribes.
The boy approached the guard at the front of tlge lwhite tent at the center of the oasis.

"l want to see the chieftains. I've brought omensifthe desert."

Without responding, the guard entered the tentrgvhe remained for some time. When
he emerged, it was with a young Arab, dressed itevéimd gold. The boy told the



younger man what he had seen, and the man asket it there. He disappeared into
the tent.

Night fell, and an assortment of fighting men anerchants entered and exited the tent.
One by one, the campfires were extinguished, amdasis fell as quiet as the desert.
Only the lights in the great tent remained. Durtighis time, the boy thought about
Fatima, and he was still unable to understanddsisdonversation with her.

Finally, after hours of waiting, the guard bade lblog enter. The boy was astonished by
what he saw inside. Never could he have imaginat there in the middle of the desert,
there existed a tent like this one. The ground eza®red with the most beautiful carpets
he had ever walked upon, and from the top of thegire hung lamps of hand-wrought
gold, each with a lighted candle. The tribal claefs were seated at the back of the tent
in a semicircle, resting upon richly embroiderdll sushions. Servants came and went
with silver trays laden with spices and tea. O#e@rants maintained the fires in the
hookahs. The atmosphere was suffused with the sgeat of smoke.

There were eight chieftains, but the boy couldiseaediately which of them was the
most important: an Arab dressed in white and geddfed at the center of the semicircle.
At his side was the young Arab the boy had spokiim earlier.

"Who is this stranger who speaks of omens?" askedbthe chieftains, eyeing the boy.

"It is I," the boy answered. And he told what hel lsaen.

"Why would the desert reveal such things to a gearnwhen it knows that we have been
here for generations?" said another of the chiedtai

"Because my eyes are not yet accustomed to thetddbe boy said. "l can see things
that eyes habituated to the desert might not see."

And also because | know about the Soul of the Wdrdthought to himself.
"The oasis is neutral ground. No one attacks arsdasid a third chieftain.

"l can only tell you what | saw. If you don't wantbelieve me, you don't have to do
anything about it."

The men fell into an animated discussion. They spokan Arabic dialect that the boy
didn't understand, but, when he made to leaveytled told him to stay. The boy
became fearful; the omens told him that somethiag wrong. He regretted having
spoken to the camel driver about what he had setdreidesert.

Suddenly, the elder at the center smiled almosemgptibly, and the boy felt better. The
man hadn't participated in the discussion, anthaet) hadn't said a word up to that point.
But the boy was already used to the Language diMbed, and he could feel the



vibrations of peace throughout the tent. Now higition was that he had been right in
coming.

The discussion ended. The chieftains were silerd few moments as they listened to
what the old man was saying. Then he turned tddlyethis time his expression was
cold and distant.

"Two thousand years ago, in a distant land, a mam bbelieved in dreams was thrown
into a dungeon and then sold as a slave," the ald said, now in the dialect the boy
understood. "Our merchants bought that man, anagbtdhim to Egypt. All of us know
that whoever believes in dreams also knows howterpret them."

The elder continued, "When the pharaoh dreamedws$ ¢hat were thin and cows that
were fat, this man I'm speaking of rescued Egymnhffamine. His name was Joseph. He,
too, was a stranger in a strange land, like yod,rewas probably about your age."

He paused, and his eyes were still unfriendly.

"We always observe the Tradition. The Traditionezsht£gypt from famine in those days,
and made the Egyptians the wealthiest of peoples.Tradition teaches men how to
cross the desert, and how their children shouldynd@he Tradition says that an oasis is
neutral territory, because both sides have oasédss@both are vulnerable.”

No one said a word as the old man continued.

"But the Tradition also says that we should beligtneemessages of the desert. Everything
we know was taught to us by the desert.”

The old man gave a signal, and everyone stoodnideting was over. The hookahs were
extinguished, and the guards stood at attentioa.bly made ready to leave, but the old
man spoke again:

"Tomorrow, we are going to break the agreementgags that no one at the oasis may
carry arms. Throughout the entire day we will betlmmlookout for our enemies. When
the sun sets, the men will once again surrendardahms to me. For every ten dead men
among our enemies, you will receive a piece of gold

"But arms cannot be drawn unless they also goliattle. Arms are as capricious as the
desert, and, if they are not used, the next tirag thight not function. If at least one of
them hasn't been used by the end of the day tompmee will be used on you."

When the boy left the tent, the oasis was illumedatnly by the light of the full moon.
He was twenty minutes from his tent, and begandkenhis way there.

He was alarmed by what had happened. He had swet@edeaching through to the
Soul of the World, and now the price for having d@o might be his life. It was a



frightening bet. But he had been making risky leetsr since the day he had sold his
sheep to pursue his destiny. And, as the cametidniad said, to die tomorrow was no
worse than dying on any other day. Every day waeetlo be lived or to mark one's
departure from this world. Everything depended ne word: Maktub."

Walking along in the silence, he had no regreteeltlied tomorrow, it would be because
God was not willing to change the future. He woalldeast have died after having
crossed the strait, after having worked in a chatap, and after having known the
silence of the desert and Fatima's eyes. He had Bvery one of his days intensely since
he had left home so long ago. If he died tomortoewvould already have seen more than
other shepherds, and he was proud of that.

Suddenly he heard a thundering sound, and he wasrito the ground by a wind such
as he had never known. The area was swirling ihstugitense that it hid the moon from
view. Before him was an enormous white horse, mgasver him with a frightening
scream.

When the blinding dust had settled a bit, the besnbled at what he saw. Astride the
animal was a horseman dressed completely in bleith,a falcon perched on his left
shoulder. He wore a turban and his entire facegor his eyes, was covered with a
black kerchief. He appeared to be a messengertfierdesert, but his presence was
much more powerful than that of a mere messenger.

The strange horseman drew an enormous, curved $wonda scabbard mounted on his
saddle. The steel of its blade glittered in thatligf the moon.

"Who dares to read the meaning of the flight ofiaerks?" he demanded, so loudly that
his words seemed to echo through the fifty thougzaich trees of Al-Fayoum.

"It is 1 who dared to do so," said the boy. He waminded of the image of Santiago
Matamoros, mounted on his white horse, with thelei§ beneath his hooves. This man
looked exactly the same, except that now the nokge reversed.

"It is | who dared to do so," he repeated, andolaeeted his head to receive a blow from
the sword. "Many lives will be saved, because | alalg to see through to the Soul of the
World."

The sword didn't fall. Instead, the stranger lowldteslowly, until the point touched the
boy's forehead. It drew a droplet of blood.

The horseman was completely immobile, as was tlgelbdidn't even occur to the boy
to flee. In his heart, he felt a strange senseyfhe was about to die in pursuit of his
destiny. And for Fatima. The omens had been trtex, all. Here he was, face-to-face
with his enemy, but there was no need to be coedeabout dying—the Soul of the
World awaited him, and he would soon be a part.&nd, tomorrow, his enemy would
also be apart of that Soul.



The stranger continued to hold the sword at thesdoyehead. "Why did you read the
flight of the birds?"

"l read only what the birds wanted to tell me. Tingnted to save the oasis. Tomorrow
all of you will die, because there are more methatoasis than you have."

The sword remained where it was. "Who are you smgle what Allah has willed?"
"Allah created the armies, and he also createtidlaeks. Allah taught me the language of
the birds. Everything has been written by the sharel," the boy said, remembering the

camel driver's words.

The stranger withdrew the sword from the boy'sHeeal, and the boy felt immensely
relieved. But he still couldn't flee.

"Be careful with your prognostications,"” said th&sger. "When something is written,
there is no way to change it."

"All I saw was an army," said the boy. "I didn'eshe outcome of the battle.”

The stranger seemed satisfied with the answerh8lkept the sword in his hand. "What
is a stranger doing in a strange land?"

"l am following my destiny. It's not something yawould understand.”
The stranger placed his sword in its scabbardtleatoy relaxed.

"l had to test your courage,"” the stranger saidut@ge is the quality most essential to
understanding the Language of the World."

The boy was surprised. The stranger was speakitigngs that very few people knew
about.

"You must not let up, even after having come s¢ fa& continued. "You must love the
desert, but never trust it completely. Becausaldsert tests all men: it challenges every
step, and kills those who become distracted.”

What he said reminded the boy of the old king.

"If the warriors come here, and your head is stillyour shoulders at sunset, come and
find me," said the stranger.

The same hand that had brandished the sword nalahghip. The horse reared again,
raising a cloud of dust.

"Where do you live?" shouted the boy, as the hoaserade away.



The hand with the whip pointed to the south.

The boy had met the alchemist.

Next morning, there were two thousand armed mettesed throughout the palm trees at
Al-Fayoum. Before the sun had reached its hightpdie hundred tribesmen appeared
on the horizon. The mounted troops entered thes dasin the north; it appeared to be a
peaceful expedition, but they all carried arms bidah their robes. When they reached
the white tent at the center of Al-Fayoum, theyhdrew their scimitars and rifles. And
they attacked an empty tent.

The men of the oasis surrounded the horsemen fierdesert and within half an hour all
but one of the intruders were dead. The childrehldeen kept at the other side of a grove
of palm trees, and saw nothing of what had happeh®elwomen had remained in their
tents, praying for the safekeeping of their huslsaadd saw nothing of the battle, either.
Were it not for the bodies there on the groundiatild have appeared to be a normal day
at the oasis.

The only tribesman spared was the commander dfattalion. That afternoon, he was
brought before the tribal chieftains, who asked hihy he had violated the Tradition.
The commander said that his men had been staraehgharsty, exhausted from many
days of battle, and had decided to take the oasas $0 be able to return to the war.

The tribal chieftain said that he felt sorry foettnibesmen, but that the Tradition was
sacred. He condemned the commander to death witlomatr. Rather than being killed
by a blade or a bullet, he was hanged from a dabd pee, where his body twisted in
the desert wind.

The tribal chieftain called for the boy, and prdserhim with fifty pieces of gold. He
repeated his story about Joseph of Egypt, and daklkdoby to become the counselor of
the oasis.

When the sun had set, and the first stars madeaphpearance, the boy started to walk to
the south. He eventually sighted a single tent,aagtbup of Arabs passing by told the
boy that it was a place inhabited by genies. Betiby sat down and waited.

Not until the moon was high did the alchemist iilct® view. He carried two dead hawks
over his shoulder.

"I am here," the boy said.



"You shouldn't be here," the alchemist answered.i8@ your destiny that brings you
here?"

"With the wars between the tribes, it's impossibleross the desert. So | have come
here."

The alchemist dismounted from his horse, and seghtdat the boy should enter the tent
with him. It was a tent like many at the oasis. Dlog looked around for the ovens and
other apparatus used in alchemy, but saw noneeMere only some books in a pile, a
small cooking stove, and the carpets, covered mithterious designs.

"Sit down. We'll have something to drink and ea&si hawks," said the alchemist.

The boy suspected that they were the same hawhkadseen on the day before, but he
said nothing. The alchemist lighted the fire, aodrsa delicious aroma filled the tent. It
was better than the scent of the hookahs.

"Why did you want to see me?" the boy asked.

"Because of the omens," the alchemist answerec t#ihd told me you would be
coming, and that you would need help."

"It's not | the wind spoke about. It's the otheefgner, the Englishman. He's the one
that's looking for you."

"He has other things to do first. But he's on tgatrtrack. He has begun to try to
understand the desert."

"And what about me?"

"When a person really desires something, all theanse conspires to help that person to
realize his dream," said the alchemist, echoingibls of the old king. The boy
understood. Another person was there to help himatd his destiny.

"So you are going to instruct me?"

"No. You already know all you need to know. | antyogoing to point you in the
direction of your treasure."

"But there's a tribal war," the boy reiterated.
"I know what's happening in the desert."

"I have already found my treasure. | have a cahtelye my money from the crystal
shop, and | have fifty gold pieces. In my own coyntwould be a rich man."



"But none of that is from the Pyramids," said tlehamist.
"l also have Fatima. She is a treasure greaterahgthing else | have won."
"She wasn't found at the Pyramids, either."”

They ate in silence. The alchemist opened a batitepoured a red liquid into the boy's
cup. It was the most delicious wine he had evdeths

"Isn't wine prohibited here?" the boy asked

"It's not what enters men's mouths that's evilig #ae alchemist. "It's what comes out of
their mouths that is."

The alchemist was a bit daunting, but, as the vagldthe wine, he relaxed. After they
finished eating they sat outside the tent, undaoan so brilliant that it made the stars
pale.

"Drink and enjoy yourself," said the alchemist,iaioiy that the boy was feeling happier.
"Rest well tonight, as if you were a warrior prapgrfor combat. Remember that
wherever your heart is, there you will find yowrasure. You've got to find the treasure,
so that everything you have learned along the vaayncake sense.

"Tomorrow, sell your camel and buy a horse. Caragddraitorous: they walk thousands
of paces and never seem to tire. Then suddenly kitieel and die. But horses tire bit by
bit. You always know how much you can ask of thand when it is that they are about
to die."

The following night, the boy appeared at the alciséatent with a horse. The alchemist
was ready, and he mounted his own steed and ptheddicon on his left shoulder. He
said to the boy, "Show me where there is life auhe desert. Only those who can see
such signs of life are able to find treasure."

They began to ride out over the sands, with themiighiting their way. | don't know if
I'll be able to find life in the desert, the boytight. | don't know the desert that well yet.

He wanted to say so to the alchemist, but he wasdadf the man. They reached the
rocky place where the boy had seen the hawks iskpebut now there was only silence
and the wind.

"I don't know how to find life in the desert,” they said. "I know that there is life here,
but | don't know where to look."

"Life attracts life," the alchemist answered.



And then the boy understood. He loosened the mirss horse, who galloped forward
over the rocks and sand. The alchemist followetth@a®oy's horse ran for almost half an
hour. They could no longer see the palms of theseasnly the gigantic moon above
them, and its silver reflections from the stonethefdesert. Suddenly, for no apparent
reason, the boy's horse began to slow.

"There's life here," the boy said to the alchenflsion't know the language of the desert,
but my horse knows the language of life."

They dismounted, and the alchemist said nothingafading slowly, they searched
among the stones. The alchemist stopped abrupitiybant to the ground. There was a
hole there among the stones. The alchemist putamd into the hole, and then his entire
arm, up to his shoulder. Something was moving theard the alchemist's eyes—the boy
could see only his eyes-squinted with his effort &m seemed to be battling with
whatever was in the hole. Then, with a motion #tattled the boy, he withdrew his arm
and leaped to his feet. In his hand, he graspedlesoy the tail.

The boy leapt as well, but away from the alchendiee snake fought frantically, making
hissing sounds that shattered the silence of thertldt was a cobra, whose venom could
kill a person in minutes.

"Watch out for his venom," the boy said. But eMeough the alchemist had put his hand
in the hole, and had surely already been bittenekpression was calm. "The alchemist
is two hundred years old," the Englishman had bahd. He must know how to deal with
the snakes of the desert.

The boy watched as his companion went to his hamgewithdrew a scimitar. With its
blade, he drew a circle in the sand, and then &eepl the snake within it. The serpent
relaxed immediately.

"Not to worry," said the alchemist. "He won't leahe circle. You found life in the desert,
the omen that | needed.”

"Why was that so important?"

"Because the Pyramids are surrounded by the desert.

The boy didn't want to talk about the Pyramids. liart was heavy, and he had been
melancholy since the previous night. To continuedaiarch for the treasure meant that he
had to abandon Fatima.

"I'm going to guide you across the desert,” th@etaist said.

"l want to stay at the oasis," the boy answeréde 'found Fatima, and, as far as I'm
concerned, she's worth more than treasure.”



"Fatima is a woman of the desert,"” said the alckertthe knows that men have to go
away in order to return. And she already has leasuire: it's you. Now she expects that
you will find what it is you're looking for."

"Well, what if | decide to stay?"

"Let me tell you what will happen. You'll be thewrselor of the oasis. You have enough
gold to buy many sheep and many camels. You'll yaatima, and you'll both be happy
for a year. You'll learn to love the desert, and'§get to know every one of the fifty
thousand palms. You'll watch them as they grow, aestrating how the world is always
changing. And you'll get better and better at us@@rding omens, because the desert is
the best teacher there is.

"Sometime during the second year, you'll remembeutthe treasure. The omens will
begin insistently to speak of it, and you'll tryigmore them. You'll use your knowledge
for the welfare of the oasis and its inhabitantse Tribal chieftains will appreciate what
you do. And your camels will bring you wealth arayer.

"During the third year, the omens will continuesfmeak of your treasure and your destiny.
You'll walk around, night after night, at the oasiad Fatima will be unhappy because
she'll feel it was she who interrupted your quBsit. you will love her, and she'll return
your love. You'll remember that she never askedtgatay, because a woman of the
desert knows that she must await her man. So yout Wiame her. But many times you'll
walk the sands of the desert, thinking that maydegould have left... that you could
have trusted more in your love for Fatima. Becausat kept you at the oasis was your
own fear that you might never come back. At thahfpahe omens will tell you that your
treasure is buried forever.

"Then, sometime during the fourth year, the omeitisslvandon you, because you've
stopped listening to them. The tribal chieftaini see that, and you'll be dismissed from
your position as counselor. But, by then, you'lBbdch merchant, with many camels and
a great deal of merchandise. You'll spend theafegbur days knowing that you didn't
pursue your destiny, and that now it's too late.

"You must understand that love never keeps a nwan frursuing his destiny. If he
abandons that pursuit, it's because it wasn'tlinee .. the love that speaks the Language
of the World."

The alchemist erased the circle in the sand, am@nhke slithered away among the rocks.
The boy remembered the crystal merchant who haadyaslwanted to go to Mecca, and
the Englishman in search of the alchemist. He thbafithe woman who had trusted in
the desert. And he looked out over the desertithadtbrought him to the woman he loved.

They mounted their horses, and this time it wasthewho followed the alchemist back
to the oasis. The wind brought the sounds of tls&sda them, and the boy tried to hear
Fatima's voice.



But that night, as he had watched the cobra witiencircle, the strange horseman with
the falcon on his shoulder had spoken of love asakure, of the women of the desert
and of his destiny.

"I'm going with you," the boy said. And he immeaeigtfelt peace in his heart.

"We'll leave tomorrow before sunrise,” was the atafst's only response.

*

The boy spent a sleepless night. Two hours befanendhe awoke one of the boys who
slept in his tent, and asked him to show him wietma lived. They went to her tent,
and the boy gave his friend enough gold to buyeggh

Then he asked his friend to go to into the tentreli@tima was sleeping, and to awaken
her and tell her that he was waiting outside. Toneng Arab did as he was asked, and
was given enough gold to buy yet another sheep.

"Now leave us alone,"” said the boy to the youngoAiidhe Arab returned to his tent to
sleep, proud to have helped the counselor of tesoand happy at having enough
money to buy himself some sheep.

Fatima appeared at the entrance to the tent. Thevalked out among the palms. The
boy knew that it was a violation of the Traditidrut that didn't matter to him now.

"I'm going away," he said. "And | want you to kndivat I'm coming back. | love you
because..."

"Don't say anything," Fatima interrupted. "Onedsgdd because one is loved. No reason
is needed for loving."

But the boy continued, "I had a dream, and | mét w&iking. | sold crystal and crossed
the desert. And, because the tribes declared want to the well, seeking the alchemist.
So, I love you because the entire universe congpiréelp me find you."

The two embraced. It was the first time either ttacthed the other.

"I'll be back," the boy said.

"Before this, | always looked to the desert withdng," said Fatima. "Now it will be

with hope. My father went away one day, but herretd to my mother, and he has

always come back since then."

They said nothing else. They walked a bit farthmoag the palms, and then the boy left
her at the entrance to her tent.



"I'll return, just as your father came back to yowther," he said.

He saw that Fatima's eyes were filled with tears.

"You're crying?"

"I'm a woman of the desert,” she said, avertingfaee. "But above all, I'm a woman."

Fatima went back to her tent, and, when daylightesashe went out to do the chores she
had done for years. But everything had changed.bbgavas no longer at the oasis, and
the oasis would never again have the same meartiagl ihad only yesterday. It would

no longer be a place with fifty thousand palm traed three hundred wells, where the
pilgrims arrived, relieved at the end of their Igngrneys. From that day on, the oasis
would be an empty place for her.

From that day on, it was the desert that wouldnygoirtant. She would look to it every
day, and would try to guess which star the boy feliswing in search of his treasure.
She would have to send her kisses on the windnlgapat the wind would touch the
boy's face, and would tell him that she was aliveat she was waiting for him, a woman
awaiting a courageous man in search of his treabuoen that day on, the desert would
represent only one thing to her: the hope for étisrn.

*

"Don't think about what you've left behind,” thel@mist said to the boy as they began
to ride across the sands of the desert. "Everytisimgitten in the Soul of the World, and
there it will stay forever."

"Men dream more about coming home than about lgaVihe boy said. He was already
reaccustomed to desert's silence.

"If what one finds is made of pure matter, it wvidver spoil. And one can always come
back. If what you had found was only a moment gt like the explosion of a star, you
would find nothing on your return."”

The man was speaking the language of alchemy.H&ubdy knew that he was referring
to Fatima.

It was difficult not to think about what he hadtlb&hind. The desert, with its endless
monotony, put him to dreaming. The boy could st the palm trees, the wells, and the
face of the woman he loved. He could see the Bmglé at his experiments, and the
camel driver who was a teacher without realizingyliybe the alchemist has never been
in love, the boy thought.



The alchemist rode in front, with the falcon on $t®ulder. The bird knew the language
of the desert well, and whenever they stoppedigwe ¢ff in search of game. On the first
day he returned with a rabbit, and on the secotidl twio birds.

At night, they spread their sleeping gear and Kegit fires hidden. The desert nights
were cold, and were becoming darker and darkereaphiases of the moon passed. They
went on for a week, speaking only of the precautithhey needed to follow in order to
avoid the battles between the tribes. The war naet, and at times the wind carried the
sweet, sickly smell of blood. Battles had been faugearby, and the wind reminded the
boy that there was the language of omens, alwagyr® show him what his eyes had
failed to observe.

On the seventh day, the alchemist decided to makg @arlier than usual. The falcon
flew off to find game, and the alchemist offered Wwater container to the boy.

"You are almost at the end of your journey," saiel alchemist. "l congratulate you for
having pursued your destiny."

"And you've told me nothing along the way," said toy. "I thought you were going to
teach me some of the things you know. A while dgode through the desert with a man
who had books on alchemy. But | wasn't able tonl@axything from them."

"There is only one way to learn," the alchemistvared. "It's through action. Everything
you need to know you have learned through youmewrYou need to learn only one
thing more."

The boy wanted to know what that was, but the attkiewas searching the horizon,
looking for the falcon.

"Why are you called the alchemist?"
"Because that's what | am."

"And what went wrong when other alchemists triednke gold and were unable to do
so?"

"They were looking only for gold," his companiorsarered. "They were seeking the
treasure of their destiny, without wanting actuatlfive out the destiny."

"What is it that | still need to know?" the boy agk
But the alchemist continued to look to the horiz&nd finally the falcon returned with

their meal. They dug a hole and lit their firetinsio that the light of the flames would not
be seen.



"I'm an alchemist simply because I'm an alchemist,%aid, as he prepared the meal. "I
learned the science from my grandfather, who lehfren his father, and so on, back to
the creation of the world. In those times, the MasYork could be written simply on an
emerald. But men began to reject simple things,tandite tracts, interpretations, and
philosophical studies. They also began to feeltiney knew a better way than others had.
Yet the Emerald Tablet is still alive today."

"What was written on the Emerald Tablet?" the baynted to know.

The alchemist began to draw in the sand, and cdetphas drawing in less than five
minutes. As he drew, the boy thought of the oldykend the plaza where they had met
that day; it seemed as if it had taken place yaadsyears ago.

"This is what was written on the Emerald Tableaitigshe alchemist, when he had
finished.

The boy tried to read what was written in the sand.

"It's a code," said the boy, a bit disappointetlldbks like what | saw in the
Englishman's books."

"No," the alchemist answered. "It's like the fligtitthose two hawks; it can't be
understood by reason alone. The Emerald Tabletlieat passage to the Soul of the
World.

"The wise men understood that this natural worldnky an image and a copy of paradise.
The existence of this world is simply a guarantes there exists a world that is perfect.
God created the world so that, through its visdidgects, men could understand his
spiritual teachings and the marvels of his wisd®imat's what | mean by action.”

"Should | understand the Emerald Tablet?" the [sked.

"Perhaps, if you were in a laboratory of alcherhig tvould be the right time to study the
best way to understand the Emerald Tablet. Butayeun the desert. So immerse
yourself in it. The desert will give you an undarsding of the world; in fact, anything on
the face of the earth will do that. You don't ebeve to understand the desert: all you
have to do is contemplate a simple grain of sand,yau will see in it all the marvels of
creation."

"How do | immerse myself in the desert?"

"Listen to your heart. It knows all things, becaitseame from the Soul of the World,
and it will one day return there."



They crossed the desert for another two daysemad. The alchemist had become much
more cautious, because they were approaching ¢daevarere the most violent battles
were being waged. As they moved along, the boy todisten to his heart.

It was not easy to do; in earlier times, his head always been ready to tell its story, but
lately that wasn't true. There had been times whiheart spent hours telling of its
sadness, and at other times it became so emotwaathe desert sunrise that the boy
had to hide his tears. His heart beat fastest whsgoke to the boy of treasure, and more
slowly when the boy stared entranced at the entll@szons of the desert. But his heart
was never quiet, even when the boy and the alchérmdsfallen into silence.

"Why do we have to listen to our hearts?" the b&ked, when they had made camp that
day.

"Because, wherever your heart is, that is wherdlyfioud your treasure.”

"But my heart is agitated,” the boy said. "It hi@sdreams, it gets emotional, and it's
become passionate over a woman of the deserkdtthmgs of me, and it keeps me from
sleeping many nights, when I'm thinking about her."

"Well, that's good. Your heart is alive. Keep Irsteg to what it has to say."”

During the next three days, the two travelers ghbyea number of armed tribesmen, and
saw others on the horizon. The boy's heart begapédak of fear. It told him stories it

had heard from the Soul of the World, stories ohm#o sought to find their treasure
and never succeeded. Sometimes it frightened thevtib the idea that he might not find
his treasure, or that he might die there in thedeat other times, it told the boy that it
was satisfied: it had found love and riches.

"My heart is a traitor," the boy said to the alcl&mmwvhen they had paused to rest the
horses. "It doesn't want me to go on."

"That makes sense,"” the alchemist answered. "NBtitta afraid that, in pursuing your
dream, you might lose everything you've won."

"Well, then, why should | listen to my heart?"

"Because you will never again be able to keepitgiven if you pretend not to have
heard what it tells you, it will always be thersiote you, repeating to you what you're
thinking about life and about the world."

"You mean | should listen, even if it's treasondus?

"Treason is a blow that comes unexpectedly. If koow your heart well, it will never be

able to do that to you. Because you'll know itsadie and wishes, and will know how to
deal with them.



"You will never be able to escape from your he8@d.it's better to listen to what it has to
say. That way, you'll never have to fear an ungrdted blow."

The boy continued to listen to his heart as thegsed the desert. He came to understand
its dodges and tricks, and to accept it as it \Waslost his fear, and forgot about his need
to go back to the oasis, because, one afternosmgdairt told him that it was happy.

"Even though | complain sometimes," it said, 'fitccause I'm the heart of a person, and
people's hearts are that way. People are afrgdrgue their most important dreams,
because they feel that they don't deserve thethabthey'll be unable to achieve them.
We, their hearts, become fearful just thinkingafdd ones who go away forever, or of
moments that could have been good but weren't, measures that might have been
found but were forever hidden in the sands. Begamisen these things happen, we

suffer terribly."

"My heart is afraid that it will have to sufferfig boy told the alchemist one night as they
looked up at the moonless sky.

"Tell your heart that the fear of suffering is wethan the suffering itself. And that no
heart has ever suffered when it goes in searcts diféams, because every second of the
search is a second's encounter with God and wetimigy."

"Every second of the search is an encounter witth,'Gbe boy told his heart. "When |
have been truly searching for my treasure, eveyyhda been luminous, because I've
known that every hour was a part of the dreamithetuld find it. When | have been

truly searching for my treasure, I've discoveradgh along the way that | never would
have seen had | not had the courage to try thimgfsseemed impossible for a shepherd to
achieve."

So his heart was quiet for an entire afternoont fght, the boy slept deeply, and, when
he awoke, his heart began to tell him things thate from the Soul of the World. It said
that all people who are happy have God within th&nd that happiness could be found
in a grain of sand from the desert, as the alchemad said. Because a grain of sand is a
moment of creation, and the universe has takemomsllof years to create it. "Everyone
on earth has a treasure that awaits him," his lsa&it "We, people's hearts, seldom say
much about those treasures, because people na ageto go in search of them. We
speak of them only to children. Later, we simphife proceed, in its own direction,
toward its own fate. But, unfortunately, very fesliéw the path laid out for them—the
path to their destinies, and to happiness. Mospleesee the world as a threatening place,
and, because they do, the world turns out, indieee a threatening place.

"So, we, their hearts, speak more and more safty never stop speaking out, but we
begin to hope that our words won't be heard: wétdeamt people to suffer because they
don't follow their hearts."

"Why don't people's hearts tell them to continuéotlow their dreams?" the boy asked
the alchemist.



"Because that's what makes a heart suffer mostheads don't like to suffer.”

From then on, the boy understood his heart. Hedaskplease, never to stop speaking to

him. He asked that, when he wandered far from tg@ards, his heart press him and sound
the alarm. The boy swore that, every time he hdedlarm, he would heed its message.

That night, he told all of this to the alchemishdthe alchemist understood that the
boy's heart had returned to the Soul of the World.

"So what should | do now?" the boy asked.

"Continue in the direction of the Pyramids," sdid alchemist. "And continue to pay
heed to the omens. Your heart is still capablénofisng you where the treasure is."”

"Is that the one thing I still needed to know?"

"No," the alchemist answered. "What you still né@#&now is this: before a dream is
realized, the Soul of the World tests everythiraf thas learned along the way. It does
this not because it is evil, but so that we camddition to realizing our dreams, master
the lessons we've learned as we've moved towardtéam. That's the point at which
most people give up. It's the point at which, assesin the language of the desert, one
'dies of thirst just when the palm trees have apgukan the horizon.'

"Every search begins with beginner's luck. And gwe&rarch ends with the victor's being
severely tested."

The boy remembered an old proverb from his coutitisaid that the darkest hour of the
night came just before the dawn.

On the following day, the first clear sign of dangppeared. Three armed tribesmen
approached, and asked what the boy and the alcherris doing there.

"I'm hunting with my falcon,"” the alchemist answaekre

"We're going to have to search you to see whetbe'rg armed," one of the tribesmen
said.

The alchemist dismounted slowly, and the boy delsame.
"Why are you carrying money?" asked the tribesmdign he had searched the boy's bag.

"l need it to get to the Pyramids," he said.



The tribesman who was searching the alchemistsfggelgs found a small crystal flask
filled with a liquid, and a yellow glass egg thaasslightly larger than a chicken's egg.

"What are these things?" he asked.

"That's the Philosopher's Stone and the Elixirité.Ut's the Master Work of the
alchemists. Whoever swallows that elixir will newer sick again, and a fragment from
that stone turns any metal into gold."

The Arabs laughed at him, and the alchemist lauglaty. They thought his answer was
amusing, and they allowed the boy and the alchemigtoceed with all of their
belongings.

"Are you crazy?" the boy asked the alchemist, whey had moved on. "What did you
do that for?"

"To show you one of life's simple lessons," théhahaist answered. "When you possess
great treasures within you, and try to tell otharthem, seldom are you believed.”

They continued across the desert. With every datyghssed, the boy's heart became
more and more silent. It no longer wanted to knbad things of the past or future; it
was content simply to contemplate the desert, amtibk with the boy from the Soul of
the World. The boy and his heart had become friemad neither was capable now of
betraying the other.

When his heart spoke to him, it was to providaradus to the boy, and to give him
strength, because the days of silence there iddbert were wearisome. His heart told
the boy what his strongest qualities were: his agearin having given up his sheep and in
trying to live out his destiny, and his enthusiadumning the time he had worked at the
crystal shop.

And his heart told him something else that the hag never noticed: it told the boy of
dangers that had threatened him, but that he hast perceived. His heart said that one
time it had hidden the rifle the boy had taken frioisifather, because of the possibility
that the boy might wound himself. And it remindeé boy of the day when he had been
ill and vomiting out in the fields, after which had fallen into a deep sleep. There had
been two thieves farther ahead who were plannirsgetal the boy's sheep and murder
him. But, since the boy hadn't passed by, theydemitled to move on, thinking that he
had changed his route.

"Does a man's heart always help him?" the boy asiedlchemist.

"Mostly just the hearts of those who are tryingdalize their destinies. But they do help
children, drunkards, and the elderly, too."

"Does that mean that I'll never run into danger?"



"It means only that the heart does what it carg"dlthemist said.

One afternoon, they passed by the encampment adfahe tribes. At each corner of the
camp were Arabs garbed in beautiful white robet#) aims at the ready. The men were
smoking their hookahs and trading stories fromittlefield. No one paid any attention
to the two travelers.

"There's no danger,"” the boy said, when they hadechon past the encampment.

The alchemist sounded angry: "Trust in your hdart,never forget that you're in the
desert. When men are at war with one another, thié & the World can hear the
screams of battle. No one fails to suffer the cqusaces of everything under the sun."”

All things are one, the boy thought. And then,fdee desert wanted to demonstrate that
the alchemist was right, two horsemen appeared belnind the travelers.

"You can't go any farther,"” one of them said. "Yeuh the area where the tribes are at
war."

"I'm not going very far," the alchemist answeraahking straight into the eyes of the
horsemen. They were silent for a moment, and tigeeeal that the boy and the alchemist
could move along.

The boy watched the exchange with fascination. "¥ominated those horsemen with
the way you looked at them," he said.

"Your eyes show the strength of your soul,” ansdi¢he alchemist.

That's true, the boy thought. He had noticed thahe midst of the multitude of armed
men back at the encampment, there had been onstesgal fixedly at the two. He had
been so far away that his face wasn't even vistéthe boy was certain that he had
been looking at them.

Finally, when they had crossed the mountain rahgedxtended alonipe entire horizon,
the alchemist said that they were only two daysiftbe Pyramids.

"If we're going to go our separate ways soon, by said, "then teach me about
alchemy."”

"You already know about alchemy. It is about peatéig to the Soul of the World, and
discovering the treasure that has been reservegiot

"No, that's not what | mean. I'm talking about sfamming lead into gold."

The alchemist fell as silent as the desert, and/aresl the boy only after they had
stopped to eat.



"Everything in the universe evolved," he said. "Afa wise men, gold is the metal that
evolved the furthest. Don't ask me why; | don'twnehy. | just know that the Tradition
is always right.

"Men have never understood the words of the wisegdd, instead of being seen as a
symbol of evolution, became the basis for conflict.

"There are many languages spoken by things," theshial. "There was a time when, for
me, a camel's whinnying was nothing more than whimqm Then it became a signal of
danger. And, finally, it became just a whinny again

But then he stopped. The alchemist probably alr&aéyv all that.

"I have known true alchemists," the alchemist cwretd. "They locked themselves in
their laboratories, and tried to evolve, as gold. #nd they found the Philosopher's
Stone, because they understood that when somedhotges, everything around that
thing evolves as well.

"Others stumbled upon the stone by accident. Threpady had the gift, and their souls
were readier for such things than the souls ofrstigut they don't count. They're quite
rare.

"And then there were the others, who were intedestdy in gold. They never found the
secret. They forgot that lead, copper, and irorettheir own destinies to fulfill. And
anyone who interferes with the destiny of anotharg never will discover his own."

The alchemist's words echoed out like a curse ddelred over and picked up a shell
from the ground.

"This desert was once a sea," he said.
"l noticed that," the boy answered.

The alchemist told the boy to place the shell dwsrear. He had done that many times
when he was a child, and had heard the sound ciethe

"The sea has lived on in this shell, because thatestiny. And it will never cease doing
so until the desert is once again covered by water.

They mounted their horses, and rode out in thectiie of the Pyramids of Egypt.

*

The sun was setting when the boy's heart soundead@er signal. They were surrounded
by gigantic dunes, and the boy looked at the alcstetm see whether he had sensed
anything. But he appeared to be unaware of anyatafg/e minutes later, the boy saw



two horsemen waiting ahead of them. Before he csajdanything to the alchemist, the
two horsemen had become ten, and then a hundretth&n they were everywhere in
the dunes.

They were tribesmen dressed in blue, with blacgsisurrounding their turbans. Their
faces were hidden behind blue veils, with onlyrtlegies showing.

Even from a distance, their eyes conveyed the giinesf their souls. And their eyes
spoke of death.

The two were taken to a nearby military camp. Alsslshoved the boy and the
alchemist into a tent where the chief was holdimgegting with his staff.

"These are the spies," said one of the men.
"We're just travelers," the alchemist answered.

"You were seen at the enemy camp three days agbydun were talking with one of the
troops there."

"I'm just a man who wanders the desert and knowstrs," said the alchemist. "l have
no information about troops or about the moveméti®tribes. | was simply acting as a
guide for my friend here."

"Who is your friend?" the chief asked.

"An alchemist," said the alchemist. "He understahésforces of nature. And he wants to
show you his extraordinary powers."

The boy listened quietly. And fearfully.
"What is a foreigner doing here?" asked anothén@imen.

"He has brought money to give to your tribe," ghigl alchemist, before the boy could
say a word. And seizing the boy's bag, the alchtegaige the gold coins to the chief.

The Arab accepted them without a word. There wasigim there to buy a lot of weapons.
"What is an alchemist?" he asked, finally.

"It's a man who understands nature and the wdrltk ivanted to, he could destroy this
camp just with the force of the wind."



The men laughed. They were used to the ravageamfand knew that the wind could
not deliver them a fatal blow. Yet each felt highideat a bit faster. They were men of
the desert, and they were fearful of sorcerers.

"I want to see him do it," said the chief.

"He needs three days," answered the alchemistis'geing to transform himself into the
wind, just to demonstrate his powers. If he cam'sd, we humbly offer you our lives, for
the honor of your tribe."

"You can't offer me something that is already mitlee chief said, arrogantly. But he
granted the travelers three days.

The boy was shaking with fear, but the alchemifdeehim out of the tent.

"Don't let them see that you're afraid," the alctstisaid. "They are brave men, and they
despise cowards."

But the boy couldn't even speak. He was able tsodonly after they had walked through
the center of the camp. There was no need to imptizem: the Arabs simply
confiscated their horses. So, once again, the watbldemonstrated its many languages:
the desert only moments ago had been endlesseaadaitd now it was an impenetrable
wall.

"You gave them everything | had!" the boy said. éBxthing I've saved in my entire
life!"

"Well, what good would it be to you if you had t@®d" the alchemist answered. "Your
money saved us for three days. It's not oftenrti@tey saves a person's life."

But the boy was too frightened to listen to worflsvisdom. He had no idea how he was
going to transform himself into the wind. He wasmitalchemist!

The alchemist asked one of the soldiers for someated poured some on the boy's wrists.
A wave of relief washed over him, and the alchemmsttered some words that the boy
didn't understand.

"Don't give in to your fears," said the alchemista strangely gentle voice. "If you do,
you won't be able to talk to your heart."

"But | have no idea how to turn myself into the dih

"If a person is living out his destiny, he knowsexthing he needs to know. There is
only one thing that makes a dream impossible teegehthe fear of failure."

"I'm not afraid of failing. It's just that | dorkhow how to turn myself into the wind."



"Well, you'll have to learn; your life depends o1 i
"But what if | can't?"

"Then you'll die in the midst of trying to realigeur destiny. That's a lot better than
dying like millions of other people, who never everew what their destinies were.

"But don't worry," the alchemist continued. "Usyahe threat of death makes people a
lot more aware of their lives."

The first day passed. There was a major battleoyeand a number of wounded were
brought back to the camp. The dead soldiers welaaed by others, and life went on.
Death doesn't change anything, the boy thought.

"You could have died later on," a soldier saidhie body of one of his companions. "You
could have died after peace had been declaredirBamy case, you were going to die."

At the end of the day, the boy went looking for éhehemist, who had taken his falcon
out into the desert.

"I still have no idea how to turn myself into théd,” the boy repeated.

"Remember what | told you: the world is only theilile aspect of God. And that what
alchemy does is to bring spiritual perfection intmtact with the material plane.”

"What are you doing?"
"Feeding my falcon.”

"If I'm not able to turn myself into the wind, we'going to die," the boy said. "Why feed
your falcon?"

"You're the one who may die," the alchemist sdidlready know how to turn myself
into the wind."

On the second day, the boy climbed to the topaiffanear the camp. The sentinels
allowed him to go; they had already heard aboustreerer who could turn himself into
the wind, and they didn't want to go near him.ny aase, the desert was impassable.

He spent the entire afternoon of the second dasingamut over the desert, and listening
to his heart. The boy knew the desert sensed ais They both spoke the same language.



On the third day, the chief met with his officdre called the alchemist to the meeting
and said, "Let's go see the boy who turns himeédfthe wind."

"Let's," the alchemist answered.

The boy took them to the cliff where he had beemhenprevious day. He told them all to
be seated.

"It's going to take a while," the boy said.
"We're in no hurry," the chief answered. "We arenroéthe desert."

The boy looked out at the horizon. There were mainstin the distance. And there were
dunes, rocks, and plants that insisted on livingnetsurvival seemed impossible. There
was the desert that he had wandered for so manthsiatespite all that time, he knew
only a small part of it. Within that small part, had found an Englishman, caravans,
tribal wars, and an oasis with fifty thousand p#&lees and three hundred wells.

"What do you want here today?" the desert asked'ldndn't you spend enough time
looking at me yesterday?"

"Somewhere you are holding the person | love,titne said. "So, when | look out over
your sands, | am also looking at her. | want taneto her, and | need your help so that |
can turn myself into the wind."

"What is love?" the desert asked.

"Love is the falcon's flight over your sands. Besmtfor him, you are a green field, from
which he always returns with game. He knows yoakspyour dunes, and your
mountains, and you are generous to him."

"The falcon's beak carries bits of me, myself," desert said. "For years, | care for his
game, feeding it with the little water that | haaed then | show him where the game is.
And, one day, as | enjoy the fact that his gamedlron my surface, the falcon dives out
of the sky, and takes away what I've created."

"But that's why you created the game in the fitate," the boy answered. "To nourish
the falcon. And the falcon then nourishes man. Aaventually, man will nourish your
sands, where the game will once again flourisht'$tew the world goes."

"So is that what love is?"



"Yes, that's what love is. It's what makes the gaemome the falcon, the falcon become
man, and man, in his turn, the desert. It's whaistiead into gold, and makes the gold
return to the earth.”

"I don't understand what you're talking about," desert said.

"But you can at least understand that somewheyeun sands there is a woman waiting
for me. And that's why | have to turn myself inbe twind."

The desert didn't answer him for a few moments.

Then it told him, "I'll give you my sands to helgetwind to blow, but, alone, | can't do
anything. You have to ask for help from the wind."

A breeze began to blow. The tribesmen watched ¢dlydriom a distance, talking among
themselves in a language that the boy couldn't nsiaied.

The alchemist smiled.

The wind approached the boy and touched his fa&ael of the boy's talk with the
desert, because the winds know everything. They blooss the world without a
birthplace, and with no place to die.

"Help me," the boy said. "One day you carried tbhie® of my loved one to me."
"Who taught you to speak the language of the deserthe wind?"
"My heart," the boy answered.

The wind has many names. In that part of the watrldas called the sirocco, because it
brought moisture from the oceans to the east.drdibtant land the boy came from, they
called it the levanter, because they believedithmabught with it the sands of the desert,
and the screams of the Moorish wars. Perhapseipldtes beyond the pastures where
his sheep lived, men thought that the wind camm fAmdalusia. But, actually, the wind
came from no place at all, nor did it go to anycplahat's why it was stronger than the
desert. Someone might one day plant trees in tbertjend even raise sheep there, but
never would they harness the wind.

"You can't be the wind," the wind said. "We're twayy different things."

"That's not true," the boy said. "I learned thénaluist's secrets in my travels. | have
inside me the winds, the deserts, the oceanstdhg and everything created in the
universe. We were all made by the same hand, arfthwethe same soul. | want to be
like you, able to reach every corner of the wotldss the seas, blow away the sands that
cover my treasure, and carry the voice of the wohiave."



"I heard what you were talking about the other @i the alchemist,” the wind said.
"He said that everything has its own destiny. Beagle can't turn themselves into the
wind."

"Just teach me to be the wind for a few momenke oy said. "So you and | can talk
about the limitless possibilities of people andwheds."

The wind's curiosity was aroused, something thdtrtever happened before. It wanted
to talk about those things, but it didn't know himaurn a man into the wind. And look
how many things the wind already knew how to dar#ated deserts, sank ships, felled
entire forests, and blew through cities filled witlusic and strange noises. It felt that it
had no limits, yet here was a boy saying that tixeree other things the wind should be
able to do.

"This is what we call love," the boy said, seeihgttthe wind was close to granting what
he requested. "When you are loved, you can do argyth creation. When you are loved,
there's no need at all to understand what's hapgebécause everything happens within
you, and even men can turn themselves into the.wiadong as the wind helps, of
course."

The wind was a proud being, and it was becomintgied with what the boy was saying.
It commenced to blow harder, raising the deserisaBut finally it had to recognize that,
even making its way around the world, it didn't Wnlmow to turn a man into the wind.
And it knew nothing about love.

"In my travels around the world, I've often seepngde speaking of love and looking
toward the heavens," the wind said, furious atmgw acknowledge its own limitations.
"Maybe it's better to ask heaven."”

"Well then, help me do that,” the boy said. "Hilist place with a sandstorm so strong that
it blots out the sun. Then | can look to heavemauit blinding myself."

So the wind blew with all its strength, and the slas filled with sand. The sun was
turned into a golden disk.

At the camp, it was difficult to see anything. Tihen of the desert were already familiar
with that wind. They called it th@mum, and it was worse than a storm at sea. Their
horses cried out, and all their weapons were filgt sand.

On the heights, one of the commanders turned toltle and said, "Maybe we had
better end this!"

They could barely see the boy. Their faces weremmal/with the blue cloths, and their
eyes showed fear.

"Let's stop this," another commander said.



"l want to see the greatness of Allah," the chadl swith respect. "l want to see how a
man turns himself into the wind."

But he made a mental note of the names of the terowho had expressed their fear. As
soon as the wind stopped, he was going to remaara from their commands, because
true men of the desert are not afraid.

"The wind told me that you know about love " the/Isaid to the sun. "If you know
about love, you must also know about the Soul efWhorld, because it's made of love."

"From where | am," the sun said, "l can see thd 8bihe World. It communicates with
my soul, and together we cause the plants to gralitlze sheep to seek out shade. From
where | am—and I'm a long way from the earth—Iearhow to love. | know that if |
came even a little bit closer to the earth, evenglthere would die, and the Soul of the
World would no longer exist. So we contemplate ezttler, and we want each other, and
| give it life and warmth, and it gives me my reador living."

"So you know about love," the boy said.

"And | know the Soul of the World, because we hialkeed at great length to each other
during this endless trip through the universeellstme that its greatest problem is that,
up until now, only the minerals and vegetables ustdad that all things are one. That
there's no need for iron to be the same as coppegpper the same as gold. Each
performs its own exact function as a unique beamg, everything would be a symphony
of peace if the hand that wrote all this had stdppe the fifth day of creation.

"But there was a sixth day," the sun went on.

"You are wise, because you observe everything fiaiistance,” the boy said. "But you
don't know about love. If there hadn't been a si, man would not exist; copper
would always be just copper, and lead just le&sltriie that everything has its destiny,
but one day that destiny will be realized. So gaaing has to transform itself into
something better, and to acquire a new destinyi, soineday, the Soul of the World
becomes one thing only."

The sun thought about that, and decided to shirre imaoghtly. The wind, which was
enjoying the conversation, started to blow withagee force, so that the sun would not
blind the boy.

"This is why alchemy exists," the boy said. "Sa #neryone will search for his treasure,
find it, and then want to be better than he wasisrformer life. Lead will play its role
until the world has no further need for lead; amehtlead will have to turn itself into gold.

"That's what alchemists do. They show that, wherstiree to become better than we are,
everything around us becomes better, t0o."



"Well, why did you say that | don't know about I®d¢he sun asked the boy.

"Because it's not love to be static like the desent is it love to roam the world like the
wind. And it's not love to see everything from atdnce, like you do. Love is the force
that transforms and improves the Soul of the Wollten | first reached through to it, |
thought the Soul of the World was perfect. Butdateould see that it was like other
aspects of creation, and had its own passions ansl W is we who nourish the Soul of
the World, and the world we live in will be eitheetter or worse, depending on whether
we become better or worse. And that's where theepoiove comes in. Because when
we love, we always strive to become better thararee'

"So what do you want of me?" the sun asked.
"l want you to help me turn myself into the winthe boy answered.

"Nature knows me as the wisest being in creatithrg"sun said. "But | don't know how to
turn you into the wind."

"Then, whom should | ask?"

The sun thought for a minute. The wind was listgralosely, and wanted to tell every
corner of the world that the sun's wisdom hadimstations. That it was unable to deal
with this boy who spoke the Language of the World.

"Speak to the hand that wrote all,” said the sun.

The wind screamed with delight, and blew harden #nger. The tents were being blown
from their ties to the earth, and the animals vireiag freed from their tethers. On the
cliff, the men clutched at each other as they sbtaykeep from being blown away.

The boy turned to the hand that wrote all. As ltesti, he sensed that the universe had
fallen silent, and he decided not to speak.

A current of love rushed from his heart, and thg began to pray. It was a prayer that he
had never said before, because it was a prayeoutithiords or pleas. His prayer didn't
give thanks for his sheep having found new pastirdg&in't ask that the boy be able to
sell more crystal; and it didn't beseech that tbenan he had met continue to await his
return. In the silence, the boy understood thatgsert, the wind, and the sun were also
trying to understand the signs written by the hamd| were seeking to follow their paths,
and to understand what had been written on a semgkrald. He saw that omens were
scattered throughout the earth and in space, atdhére was no reason or significance
attached to their appearance; he could see thah@akeserts, nor the winds, nor the sun,
nor people knew why they had been created. Butligahand had a reason for all of this,
and that only the hand could perform miraclesramgform the sea into a desert... or a
man into the wind. Because only the hand underdtoatdt was a larger design that had



moved the universe to the point at which six ddys@ation had evolved into a Master
Work.

The boy reached through to the Soul of the Word, saw that it was a part of the Soul
of God. And he saw that the Soul of God was his saul. And that he, a boy, could
perform miracles.

Thesimum blew that day as it had never blown before. Foregations thereafter, the
Arabs recounted the legend of a boy who had tuhmadelf into the wind, almost
destroying a military camp, in defiance of the musiverful chief in the desert.

When thesimum ceased to blow, everyone looked to the place wiheréoy had been.
But he was no longer there; he was standing nextstand-covered sentinel, on the far
side of the camp.

The men were terrified at his sorcery. But thereaweo people who were smiling: the
alchemist, because he had found his perfect desapld the chief, because that disciple
had understood the glory of God.

The following day, the general bade the boy andatbleemist farewell, and provided
them with an escort party to accompany them aaddhey chose.

*

They rode for the entire day. Toward the end ofafternoon, they came upon a Coptic
monastery. The alchemist dismounted, and told sherés they could return to the camp.

"From here on, you will be alone," the alchemistis&ou are only three hours from the
Pyramids."

"Thank you," said the boy. "You taught me the Laaggiof the World."

"l only invoked what you already knew."

The alchemist knocked on the gate of the monasfenyonk dressed in black came to
the gates. They spoke for a few minutes in the iCaphgue, and the alchemist bade the
boy enter.

"l asked him to let me use the kitchen for a whitke alchemist smiled.

They went to the kitchen at the back of the momgsihe alchemist lighted the fire, and

the monk brought him some lead, which the alchepi&ted in an iron pan. When the
lead had become liquid, the alchemist took fromploisch the strange yellow egg. He



scraped from it a sliver as thin as a hair, wragpedwax, and added it to the pan in
which the lead had melted.

The mixture took on a reddish color, almost th@cof blood. The alchemist removed
the pan from the fire, and set it aside to coolhAdlid so, he talked with the monk about
the tribal wars.

"l think they're going to last for a long time," baid to the monk.

The monk was irritated. The caravans had been stbapGiza for some time, waiting
for the wars to end. "But God's will be done," thenk said.

"Exactly," answered the alchemist.

When the pan had cooled, the monk and the boy theké, dazzled. The lead had dried
into the shape of the pan, but it was no longet.léavas gold.

"Will I learn to do that someday?" the boy asked.

"This was my destiny, not yours," the alchemisweared. "But | wanted to show you
that it was possible."”

They returned to the gates of the monastery. Thieeealchemist separated the disk into
four parts.

"This is for you," he said, holding one of the gastit to the monk. "It's for your
generosity to the pilgrims.”

"But this payment goes well beyond my generosityg’'monk responded.
"Don't say that again. Life might be listening, agide you less the next time."

The alchemist turned to the boy. "This is for yda.make up for what you gave to the
general."

The boy was about to say that it was much more tieamad given the general. But he
kept quiet, because he had heard what the alchsaisto the monk.

"And this is for me," said the alchemist, keepimg @f the parts. "Because | have to
return to the desert, where there are tribal wars."

He took the fourth part and handed it to the monk.
"This is for the boy. If he ever needs it."

"But I'm going in search of my treasure,"” the baids"I'm very close to it now."



"And I'm certain you'll find it,” the alchemist shi
"Then why this?"

"Because you have already lost your savings tvilcee to the thief, and once to the
general. I'm an old, superstitious Arab, and léadiin our proverbs. There's one that
says, 'Everything that happens once can never haggmen. But everything that happens
twice will surely happen a third time."' " They moeah their horses.

*

"l want to tell you a story about dreams," said dlehemist.
The boy brought his horse closer.

"In ancient Rome, at the time of Emperor Tiberthgre lived a good man who had two
sons. One was in the military, and had been sethietonost distant regions of the empire.
The other son was a poet, and delighted all of Raittehis beautiful verses.

"One night, the father had a dream. An angel aguketar him, and told him that the
words of one of his sons would be learned and tedegaroughout the world for all
generations to come. The father woke from his drgeateful and crying, because life
was generous, and had revealed to him somethinéaéimgr would be proud to know.

"Shortly thereafter, the father died as he triedawe a child who was about to be crushed
by the wheels of a chariot. Since he had livecehisre life in a manner that was correct
and fair, he went directly to heaven, where hetimeiangel that had appeared in his
dream.

"'You were always a good man,' the angel saidrto tYou lived your life in a loving
way, and died with dignity. | can now grant you avigh you desire.'

" 'Life was good to me,' the man said. 'When yopeapped in my dream, | felt that all my
efforts had been rewarded, because my son's poéhiiewiead by men for generations
to come. | don't want anything for myself. But dather would be proud of the fame
achieved by one whom he had cared for as a chittleducated as he grew up.
Sometime in the distant future, | would like to seg son's words.'

"The angel touched the man's shoulder, and theg tn@h projected far into the future.
They were in an immense setting, surrounded bysidwods of people speaking a strange
language.

"The man wept with happiness.

"'l knew that my son's poems were immortal," hd gathe angel through his tears. 'Can
you please tell me which of my son's poems thesplpare repeating?’



"The angel came closer to the man, and, with tereds; led him to a bench nearby,
where they sat down.

"The verses of your son who was the poet were pepglar in Rome,' the angel said.
'Everyone loved them and enjoyed them. But whemelgn of Tiberius ended, his
poems were forgotten. The words you're hearing a@ithose of your son in the
military.’

"The man looked at the angel in surprise.

" "Your son went to serve at a distant place, aawhine a centurion. He was just and
good. One afternoon, one of his servants felailld it appeared that he would die. Your
son had heard of a rabbi who was able to curesieg, and he rode out for days and days
in search of this man. Along the way, he learned tihe man he was seeking was the Son
of God. He met others who had been cured by hich tlagy instructed your son in the
man's teachings. And so, despite the fact thatdseanRoman centurion, he converted to
their faith. Shortly thereafter, he reached the@hlhere the man he was looking for was
visiting.'

" 'He told the man that one of his servants wasadyall, and the rabbi made ready to go
to his house with him. But the centurion was a mwiaiaith, and, looking into the eyes of
the rabbi, he knew that he was surely in the prasehthe Son of God.'

" 'And this is what your son said,' the angel tibld man. 'These are the words he said to

the rabbi at that point, and they have never bergoften: "My Lord, | am not worthy
that you should come under my roof. But only speakord and my servant will be

The alchemist said, "No matter what he does, epergon on earth plays a central role in
the history of the world. And normally he doesmibw it."

The boy smiled. He had never imagined that questout life would be of such
importance to a shepherd.

"Good-bye," the alchemist said.

"Good-bye," said the boy.

The boy rode along through the desert for sevaraid) listening avidly to what his heart
had to say. It was his heart that would tell himevehhis treasure was hidden.

"Where your treasure is, there also will be youwarhéthe alchemist had told him.



But his heart was speaking of other things. Witldearit told the story of a shepherd who
had left his flock to follow a dream he had on tafferent occasions. It told of destiny,
and of the many men who had wandered in searclstaind lands or beautiful women,
confronting the people of their times with theieponceived notions. It spoke of journeys,
discoveries, books, and change.

As he was about to climb yet another dune, histivelaispered, "Be aware of the place
where you are brought to tears. That's where laand that's where your treasure is."

The boy climbed the dune slowly. A full moon roggia in the starry sky: it had been a
month since he had set forth from the oasis. Theniight cast shadows through the
dunes, creating the appearance of a rolling seaminded the boy of the day when that
horse had reared in the desert, and he had cokmowothe alchemist. And the moon fell
on the desert's silence, and on a man's journggdrch of treasure.

When he reached the top of the dune, his heart. [€apre, illuminated by the light of
the moon and the brightness of the desert, stamddlemn and majestic Pyramids of

Egypt.

The boy fell to his knees and wept. He thanked f8odhaking him believe in his destiny,
and for leading him to meet a king, a merchangaglishman, and an alchemist. And
above all for his having met a woman of the destd had told him that love would
never keep a man from his destiny.

If he wanted to, he could now return to the oagisback to Fatima, and live his life as a
simple shepherd. After all, the alchemist continteetive in the desert, even though he
understood the Language of the World, and knew teotransform lead into gold. He
didn't need to demonstrate his science and artytoree. The boy told himself that, on the
way toward realizing his own destiny, he had ledrakkhe needed to know, and had
experienced everything he might have dreamed of.

But here he was, at the point of finding his treasand he reminded himself that no
project is completed until its objective has beenieved. The boy looked at the sands
around him, and saw that, where his tears hachfadlescarab beetle was scuttling
through the sand. During his time in the deserhdnlearned that, in Egypt, the scarab
beetles are a symbol of God.

Another omen! The boy began to dig into the dureeh& did so, he thought of what the
crystal merchant had once said: that anyone cauild b pyramid in his backyard. The
boy could see now that he couldn't do so if hegdagtone upon stone for the rest of his
life.

Throughout the night, the boy dug at the placeddkdhosen, but found nothing. He felt
weighted down by the centuries of time since theRyds had been built. But he didn't
stop. He struggled to continue digging as he fotigltwvind, which often blew the sand



back into the excavation. His hands were abradddeghausted, but he listened to his
heart. It had told him to dig where his tears fell.

As he was attempting to pull out the rocks he entared, he heard footsteps. Several
figures approached him. Their backs were to thentgiat, and the boy could see neither
their eyes nor their faces.

"What are you doing here?" one of the figures dedaedn

Because he was terrified, the boy didn't answehatefound where his treasure was,
and was frightened at what might happen.

"We're refugees from the tribal wars, and we needay," the other figure said. "What
are you hiding there?"

"I'm not hiding anything," the boy answered.

But one of them seized the boy and yanked him batlf the hole. Another, who was
searching the boy's bags, found the piece of gold.

"There's gold here," he said.

The moon shone on the face of the Arab who haeddian, and in the man's eyes the
boy saw death.

"He's probably got more gold hidden in the ground.”

They made the boy continue digging, but he fourttiing. As the sun rose, the men
began to beat the boy. He was bruised and bleekisglothing was torn to shreds, and
he felt that death was near.

"What good is money to you if you're going to die® not often that money can save
someone's life," the alchemist had said. Finalllg,ltoy screamed at the men, "I'm
digging for treasure!" And, although his mouth visdeseding and swollen, he told his
attackers that he had twice dreamed of a treasddein near the Pyramids of Egypt.

The man who appeared to be the leader of the gpoike to one of the others: "Leave
him. He doesn't have anything else. He must hatersthis gold."

The boy fell to the sand, nearly unconscious. Bagelér shook him and said, "We're
leaving."

But before they left, he came back to the boy aid, §You're not going to die. You'll

live, and you'll learn that a man shouldn't betsgisl. Two years ago, right here on this
spot, | had a recurrent dream, too. | dreameditsladuld travel to the fields of Spain and
look for a ruined church where shepherds and 8teep slept. In my dream, there was a



sycamore growing out of the ruins of the sacriahd | was told that, if | dug at the roots
of the sycamore, | would find a hidden treasure. IBoi not so stupid as to cross an entire
desert just because of a recurrent dream."

And they disappeared.

The boy stood up shakily, and looked once morbePyramids. They seemed to laugh
at him, and he laughed back, his heart bursting joi.

Because now he knew where his treasure was.

EPILOGUE

The boy reached the small, abandoned church jusghswas falling. The sycamore
was still there in the sacristy, and the starsaatill be seen through the half-destroyed
roof. He remembered the time he had been therehigtbheep; it had been a peaceful
night... except for the dream.

Now he was here not with his flock, but with a shlov

He sat looking at the sky for a long time. Theridak from his knapsack a bottle of wine,
and drank some. He remembered the night in thatdeben he had sat with the
alchemist, as they looked at the stars and drank vagether. He thought of the many
roads he had traveled, and of the strange way @dahosen to show him his treasure. If
he hadn't believed in the significance of recurdgsams, he would not have met the
Gypsy woman, the king, the thief, or... "Well, it'¢oag list. But the path was written in
the omens, and there was no way | could go wrdmgSaid to himself.

He fell asleep, and when he awoke the sun wasdslit@gh. He began to dig at the base
of the sycamore.

"You old sorcerer,” the boy shouted up to the §kypu knew the whole story. You even
left a bit of gold at the monastery so | could lgatk to this church. The monk laughed
when he saw me come back in tatters. Couldn't y»e saved me from that?"

"No," he heard a voice on the wind say. "If | haliityou, you wouldn't have seen the
Pyramids. They're beautiful, aren't they?"

The boy smiled, and continued digging. Half an Hater, his shovel hit something solid.
An hour later, he had before him a chest of Spagdth coins. There were also precious
stones, gold masks adorned with red and white éeatland stone statues embedded with



jewels. The spoils of a conquest that the courdiy/lbong ago forgotten, and that some
conquistador had failed to tell his children about.

The boy took out Urim and Thummim from his bag.ée& used the two stones only
once, one morning when he was at a marketplacdifelsnd his path had always
provided him with enough omens.

He placed Urim and Thummim in the chest. They ve¢se a part of his new treasure,
because they were a reminder of the old king, whemwould never see again.

It's true; life really is generous to those whoguér their destiny, the boy thought. Then
he remembered that he had to get to Tarifa so blel give one-tenth of his treasure to
the Gypsy woman, as he had promised. Those Gyagea®ally smart, he thought.
Maybe it was because they moved around so much.

The wind began to blow again. It was the levaritex wind that came from Africa. It
didn't bring with it the smell of the desert, nbetthreat of Moorish invasion. Instead, it
brought the scent of a perfume he knew well, aeddlch of a kiss—a kiss that came
from far away, slowly, slowly, until it rested omsHips.

The boy smiled. It was the first time she had dibrae.

"I'm coming, Fatima," he said.



