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Anise knew the candy must be enchanted. The genie cook always put some kind of protection on the food, so no one could eat it until he said so. Would it stick her jaws together so she couldn’t speak? Turn her lips and tongue blue? Taste like camel dung? But Anise didn’t want to wait until after the wedding. She was hungry now.

None of the guests were watching, so she edged closer to the tray full of lokum. She freed her hand from her long, draping sleeve and edged her fingers toward a jelly candy flavored with rosewater.

“Anise!”

Anise jumped at the shout. She blushed and hid her hands behind her back as she turned. When she saw the tall woman who had called her, she relaxed. “Aunt Farasha!” 

Farasha’s strong, brown hands took Anise by the shoulders. “Oh, you do look healthy. How are you, my dear?”

Anise looked up into her face. “Hungry. I wish we’d start.”

Aunt Farasha laughed. Unlike most women she wore a simple smock, cinched with a silver belt, over her baggy red silk pants. Anise glanced down at her own elaborate, buttoned coat, heavy with embroidery. The curved-up toes of her slippers were stiff with gold thread and tiny polished stones. They were beautiful, but she had to walk carefully to avoid tripping over her own feet. She wished she could kick off the shoes and run barefoot as she usually did.

She looked back at her aunt. “You look comfortable, and also lovely.”

Aunt Farasha tossed her head so the dangling golden coins on her headdress jingled. “Don’t I, though? I picked this up in Anatolia. I think peasant clothes can be as fine as anything from Constantinople or Baghdad, though your mother looked as shocked as if I’d come with my ankles showing.”

Anise inhaled her aunt’s expensive perfume, full of exotic spices and musk. “You’ve been traveling again? I want to hear all about it.” She sighed. “It’s the closest I’ll ever get to an adventure.”

“My dear, adventures are always waiting for those who want them. Do you want one?”

“Yes... and no. I wouldn’t know how to have an adventure. I’ve hardly been out of the family compound, except to go to the public baths.” Her high collar suddenly felt too tight. She cleared her throat “But I’m thirteen. That means marriage soon, and children, and running a home.... Let’s not talk about it. Tell me one of your stories.” 

“Of course, my dear.” Farasha reached for a piece of lokum. 

Anise held her breath, waiting for the explosion, for the food to turn to worms. 

Farasha’s fingers closed over a sweet. Nothing happened. She pulled. Still nothing happened. The lokum wouldn’t come off the tray. “Demons and dragons!” Farasha swore. “That Majid!”

Anise exhaled. “That’s not so bad. I suppose he couldn’t risk humiliating our honored guests.” She giggled. “I was afraid to try it. At New Year’s, I stole an almond pastry and I couldn’t stop talking. I had to say every single thing that came into my head. I’ve never been so embarrassed. Plus, it’s really hard to chew while you’re talking.”

Farasha smiled. “I wish I’d seen that. Well, let’s sneak into the kitchen and see if we can snatch a treat Majid hasn’t charmed yet. And then we’ll find a quiet corner of the orchard, so my dear brother doesn’t drag you away from my dangerous influence.” 

Aunt Farasha linked her arm through Anise’s and they slipped out of the main house, leaving behind the sounds of musicians warming up. As they crossed the courtyard to the kitchen building, Cassim trotted up to them. “Aunt Farasha!”

She kissed his cheek, though she wasn’t really his aunt. Cassim’s mother had been Anise’s wet-nurse, making Cassim like a brother to her. That meant Anise and Cassim could never marry, so he was one of the few males Anise was allowed to see.

“We were going to get something to eat,” Anise said.

“Good luck. I tried it, but Majid is standing guard. He’s in a frenzy with all these people here.”

“Dear boy,” Aunt Farasha said, “I have been tricking household genies since long before you were born. Leave it to me.”

They strolled across the tiled courtyard to the kitchen building. “Now here’s what I want you to do,” Farasha said. “I’ll go in and start asking questions about the food. I’ll act like it’s not good enough. He’ll throw me out, of course, but I’ll keep him distracted long enough for you two to sneak in and find a few items that we can test.”

“Test?” Anise asked.

“To make sure they’re good enough to be served at the wedding. I know Majid will insist everything is wonderful, but we really should try things for ourselves. As the bride’s sister, Anise, it’s your responsibility to make sure the food is adequate.”

Cassim grinned. “Test!” 

“I’m particularly interested in finding out how the oranges are this year,” Farasha said. “Pick up a couple for me, Cassim. Anise, I’ll leave you to assess the pastries, since that’s your area of expertise.”

“But if we’re caught, we’ll be in such trouble,” Anise said.

“What’s life without risk?” Farasha replied.

Safe, Anise thought, but Aunt Farasha was already entering the kitchen building.

Anise and Cassim stepped to each side of the doorway. Anise glanced at her friend, tall and lanky in his pale blue robe and the white turban that looked even whiter against his olive skin. Cassim crossed his dark eyes and stuck out his tongue. Anise clasped a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling. Cassim could always distract her from her worries. She leaned forward enough to peek through the doorway. Heat streamed from the kitchen, a large room filled with long wooden tables, two ovens and a fire pit. Baskets of vegetables and sacks of grain lined the walls.

Aunt Farasha stopped in the middle of the room. “Where’s that scoundrel Majid?”

“Right here, you old wart.” The genie turned from the brick oven with a fresh loaf of bread. Anise’s mouth watered as its rich scent filled the air. Majid hopped up on a table so he could look Aunt Farasha in the eye. The little genie stood hunched like an old man, his skin the color and texture of lemons. “What are you doing in my kitchen?”

“Checking up on you, you son of a she-ghoul. I don’t suppose you’ve made half as much food as we’ll need.”

Majid crossed his arms and thrust his head forward. “You foul pustule on a donkey’s behind, I’ve been serving this family for generations.”

“What does a gnome know about food?”

Majid flushed, his color darkening like custard scorching. “I am not a gnome!”

Farasha crossed the room to a steaming pot hung above a charcoal pit. “Well, let’s just see what you have here.” Farasha stirred the soup, took a sip from the ladle, wrinkled her nose and added another pinch of some green herb.

“Keep your ugly human hands away from my food,” Majid snapped.

Cassim motioned to Anise and slipped into the kitchen. She took a deep breath and held it as she crept after him. Anise grabbed three shredded wheat fritters soaked in honey and turned to run. She nearly collided with Cassim, who was picking oranges from a bowl. He wiggled his eyebrows at her and then sped outside. Anise took a step after him. 

Majid appeared in front of her. “Ah ha, we have a little thieving mouse! Naughty mouse, I’ll call your father!” Majid opened his mouth wide and took a deep breath, as if to yell.

“No, please don’t!” Anise leapt forward and reached out to clap a hand over the genie’s mouth. Her hand hit the genie’s face in a squishy, sticky slap. She’d forgotten she still held the pastries.

Majid coughed. Bits of honeyed shredded wheat sprayed out at Anise. “Oh, so that’s how you want to play!” He grabbed a bowl filled with creamy white yogurt. With a deft flick of his long fingers he dumped it on Anise’s head.

She screeched as the cold yogurt slid down her face and neck and dripped into the collar of her best coat.

“Hey!” Cassim dashed back into the kitchen.

“Oh, you want some too?” Majid darted around the table. “You want a treat? Well, here’s a treat for you!” He grabbed a meat pie and tossed it at Cassim. 

Cassim caught the first and the second, which quickly followed. The third hit him in the face and he stumbled toward Anise. His foot slipped in the spilled yogurt and he skidded into the table, clutching the side for balance. A pitcher of peach sherbet tumbled and splashed over Cassim and the floor.

Majid cackled and danced from foot to foot. “You’re next, old woman!” He picked up a clay pot of beans and ran after Aunt Farasha as she dodged around tables. “I’ll teach you to invade my kitchen!”

He backed Farasha into a corner. She grabbed a big bowl from a table and held it in front of herself like a shield.

“Not the firini! Put it down.” Majid leapt toward Aunt Farasha.

Farasha, the genie, the beans and the bowl crashed together in an explosion of food. Bits of beans and creamy saffron rice flew across the room, splattering Anise and Cassim. 

They all stood frozen for a moment. Majid groaned. “Oh, no. We can’t have a wedding without firini for dessert.”

“By the sultan’s beard!” a voice bellowed from the doorway. “What is the meaning of this?”

Even before she turned, Anise knew it was her father. 
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He stormed into the room, face red, mustache and beard quivering with anger. “What is going on here?”

Anise and Cassim stood silent. Majid had vanished, and Anise wished she had the magic to join him. Aunt Farasha stepped forward. Beans and milky rice dripped down her dress. “Brother—”

“Don’t ‘brother’ me!” Anise’s father yelled. “Of course you were behind this. It’s not enough that you disgrace the family name by traveling and trading and acting like a man. You have to ruin my daughter’s wedding, too.”

Farasha bowed her head. Anise had never seen her aunt look so contrite. “That was not my intent.”

“Really, it was all an accident,” Cassim said. “And Majid was—”

“Who gave you permission to speak, young friend of demons?” Anise’s father growled. “You have been welcome in this house out of respect for your mother, but don’t test my hospitality.” He turned to Anise. “And what do you have to say for yourself, daughter?”

Anise’s throat felt swollen and hot. She wanted to wipe the yogurt from her stinging eyes, but she couldn’t move except to tremble.

“I raised you to be obedient,” her father said. “It will be your turn to marry soon, and a man likes a wife who is quiet and submissive. You are no longer a child, and I’ve had enough of these childish pranks. From now on, you will stay in the woman’s quarters unless accompanied by a maid. No more running, no climbing trees, and most definitely no playing with swords. No more wasting time with that—” he gestured to Cassim “—that ruffian! You will start acting like a lady at once, or I’ll thrash you!”

Anise stared at the floor. Why was it so wrong to want a bite to eat? She didn’t destroy the food on purpose. And why couldn’t she be a child a little longer? If being a lady meant giving up everything she enjoyed, then why hurry to such a miserable fate? If only she could make her father understand! The words filled her mind, but her throat wouldn’t let them out. Her collar felt so tight it hurt to swallow.

“I intend to introduce you to the groom’s cousin. He’s rather young, but of good family and we might make a match. Get cleaned up and perhaps we can fool him into thinking you’re a decent girl. Behave yourself, if you don’t want a beating.”

She’d just turned thirteen. She’d thought herself safe from the bonds of marriage for another year or so. She had to protest, to tell him how she felt. She’d even be willing to beg. But she could only choke out, “Yes, Father.”

He walked out of the kitchen, muttering. “Why am I cursed with such a family? In the name of the sultan, I have done nothing to deserve this.”

In the silence he left behind, Anise turned to look at her aunt. A glimmer of yellow next to her solidified into Majid. “You’d better go,” the genie said. “If I stretch my magic I can still have a feast ready in time.”

“Can we help?” Farasha asked. “I’m so sorry—”

“Never mind, never mind,” Majid said. “These things happen.” He grinned. “Especially with you around! You should have seen the look on your face just before the firini hit it. I felt a hundred years young again.”

Farasha wiped firini off her face and licked it from her fingers. “The dessert was delicious, although in the future I wouldn’t serve it with beans. And I am sorry about the mess.”

“I’ll have that cleaned up before you can say ‘sorceresses sell spiteful spells.’ Now out you go.”

Cassim ran home to change. Anise and Farasha went to the women’s quarters. Anise rinsed the yogurt from her skin and hair, but she couldn’t wash away the sticky feeling or the humiliation. She changed into her second-best outfit, an embroidered dress with a high neck and an ankle-length blue robe fastened with a sash.

She picked up the lightweight sword her brother had left her when he moved away. She gripped it in her hands and swung it the way he’d taught her. Her anger flowed into the blade as it sliced the air in sweeping curves. Why couldn’t she have been born a boy, with freedom and privilege and the chance for adventure? Life would be so much easier. If she were a boy, she could become a trader or an explorer, or even a soldier. She didn’t actually want to fight, but if she were a boy the idea wouldn’t be so terrifying. What would it be like to have that confidence, that courage?

Finally she put the sword down and sighed. It was no use wishing for what she could never be. No magic could make her male.

She glanced at Aunt Farasha, who had changed into a violet silk cloak embroidered with gold. She removed her kerchief, revealing at least two dozen small braids. Gold ornaments dangled from each braid. Farasha covered her hair with a little felt cap studded with jewels and a transparent silk scarf sewn with pearls. Then she piled on jewelry, gold rings on every finger, bracelets halfway up her arms, and four or five necklaces.

Anise stared. Most women wore as much jewelry as their husbands could afford, but she had never seen her aunt dressed like that. Surely the concubines in the sultan’s harem couldn’t look richer.

Farasha winked. “Yes, dear, I’m making a statement. Call it childish if you want, but your father has insulted me, and if nothing else he will see that I have succeeded as well as any man. Acting like a man indeed! As if I would lower myself so much.”

Anise smiled. Perhaps, after all, courage was not only a gift given to men. But she knew no other women like her aunt. “I wish I had your courage, Aunt Farasha.”

Farasha patted Anise’s shoulder. “Courage is not something you’re born with. It’s something you learn. After my husband died, your father wanted to marry me off again, so I wouldn’t be a burden on him. But I didn’t need to be a burden on anyone. I’d learned to run my husband’s business, because I did everything when he went on one of his weeklong drinking spells, which happened far too often. I decided to keep control of the business, no matter how much people gossiped. It wasn’t easy, but I’ve made a good life.”

Anise sighed. “But I could never do what you do. I’d never be able to bargain with suppliers and customers or talk to strangers all day.” The very thought made her prickly and hot. “I can’t even speak up when Father scolds me! I want to – the words are there, but I can’t get them out. My chest feels tight and my throat closes up and I can’t say a word, so I stand there trying not to cry.”

“Many women use tears to control their men. It can be more effective than yelling.”

“It doesn’t work with Father. And what if I get a husband who’s the same?” Anise wrinkled her nose. “Besides, it’s humiliating to stand there sniffling and not be able to talk. Why am I such a coward?”

“Let me tell you a story.” Farasha took Anise’s arm and led her to the cushioned bench along the wall. “Have you heard of Mount Quaf and the Genie of Sweet Speech?”

Anise shook her head and settled cross-legged on a cushion.

“When one has the gift of conversation, the ability to charm people with one’s words, then we say that person has been blessed by the Genie Shakayak, the giver of the Gift of Sweet Speech. But if you have not been given the gift at birth, you can still go to Shakayak and ask for it. He lives high atop Mount Quaf, many weeks journey from here, across a barren desert. The way is barred by a dozen dangers and trials – demons and ghouls, wild beasts and dragons. Few who attempt the quest survive.”

A delicious shiver ran up Anise’s spine.

Farasha leaned forward and raised a finger dramatically. “But! Those few who do – who cross the desert and defeat the guardians of the mountain, who reach the very top of Mount Quaf – those brave souls receive their reward from Shakayak. He blesses them with the Gift of Sweet Speech. From that day forward, their words drip like honey from their lips, charming all who hear them. They can sing for sultans or beg gifts from wizards, and no one can deny them anything they ask. They are more powerful than the grand vizier, more admired than the fairest prince, and sought after everywhere as companions and friends, for every man admires a storyteller. Their life from that day forward is blessed in every way.”

“How lovely.” Anise sighed. “But Father would say no woman needs such a gift, because no man wants a wife who chatters, or acts cleverer than her husband.”

“Your father is a pompous fool.”

Anise glanced at the door. Saying such things seemed dangerous even if they were alone. Yet she had to ask, “Does the genie really exist?”

“Oh, absolutely. I’ve never been there myself, but I meet merchants from all over the world, and I’ve heard the stories they tell. The world is full of wonders, and the Genie Shakayak is only one of them. I’ve never met anyone who made it all the way to the top of Mount Quaf, but I’ve met some who tried and couldn’t get past the challenges.”

“I’d like that gift,” Anise said. “Then I could tell my father I don’t want a husband.”

“You could tell him that now.”

“He wouldn’t listen to me, though, without the gift. Besides, what would I do then?” She shook her head. “I was born unlucky. My sisters are all happy with ordinary things, like marriage and children. Leyla wants nothing more than to marry this man she’s only seen once! And she is beautiful and clever about household things, so no doubt she’ll make a wonderful wife and he’ll treat her well. You want something different, and you’re strong enough to get it. I’m stuck in the middle. I want something different, but I’ll never get it.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’m plain and dull in conversation. I can climb a tree and swing a sword, but no one wants that from a wife. The only way I’ll marry is if father tricks some man into thinking I’m better than I am, and then my husband will be disappointed with the truth. He’ll hate me and criticize me, and I get choked up when someone scolds me, so I’ll have to take whatever humiliations he piles on me. I’ll be a prisoner in my own home.”

Farasha squeezed her hand. “Don’t think like that. You have many strengths – you’re clever and spirited. You don’t have much experience with the world, but who knows what you could do if given a chance?”

“I need more than a chance. I need that Gift of Sweet Speech.”

“Oh, dear, what have I started? I’m not trying to get you in trouble. The point of that story is that things can change – people can change. You can change yourself, if you want. If you’re willing to work hard enough.”

They sat quietly for awhile. The music of lutes, flutes, fiddles, and tambourines drifted up from the rooms below. Finally Farasha sighed. “Well, we’ve probably missed most of the wedding ceremony. Do you mind?”

“Not too much,” Anise said. “So long as we don’t miss the food.”

Her aunt laughed. “You have the right focus. That reminds me....” She rummaged through her discarded clothes. She turned back to Anise holding two sour barley rolls and a block of helva, a sweet made of sesame and honey. “I did manage to grab these in the confusion.”

Farasha steered the conversation to other things as they ate, but The Gift of Sweet Speech filled Anise’s mind. If only she could find the Genie Shakayak! That would solve all her problems. Too bad such a journey was impossible for someone like her – a girl, and a meek one at that.
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Anise and Farasha joined the reception as the bride paraded past the guests, receiving gifts of money and silk. People stared at Farasha’s jewelry when they should have been admiring the bride, but Leyla didn’t notice. She glowed with happiness and pride.

Anise tried to be happy for her sister. After all, Leyla wanted to get married. She’d talked of nothing else for weeks, strutting around because she was about to become a grown-up woman. Anise stared at the groom. He was handsome enough, though much older than Leyla, practically an old man in his 30s. Would he be kind? Would they truly love each other? Only time would tell, and if he was a brute, neither Leyla nor her family could do much about it.

Finally everyone moved to the large outdoor tent for the feast. Despite the mess they’d made in the kitchen, Majid had outdone himself. The men collected their food first, while Anise fidgeted, hoping they wouldn’t eat all the best dishes. When at last the women were allowed to eat, Anise piled her plate high. Chicken curry and rice pilaf. Baked fish wrapped in banana leaves. Goose stewed in vinegar sauce. Flaky cheese pastries. She sighed with delight.

When her plate was empty, she headed back to the table to get some of the thick meat stew that Majid flavored with pistachios, rosewater and cumin. Her mouth watered at the rich smell as she reached for the ladle.

Her father grabbed her arm and pulled Anise away from the table. “Here she is,” he announced, “my most precious jewel.”

Anise dragged her gaze away from the food. She turned to face a middle-aged man who pulled on his beard as he examined Anise.

“Hmm, not bad, not bad. What do you think, Pabil?” He spoke over his shoulder to a thin young man with a wispy mustache and a few hairs on his chin. The boy smiled without showing his teeth.

“She’s a healthy girl,” Anise’s father said. “Plenty of flesh on her. She’s a wonderful singer and dancer, too.”

Anise gaped at her father. He scowled and shook her arm until she clamped her mouth shut, then he grinned at the other men.

“You like to dance, do you?” the older man asked.

Anise glanced wildly from him to her father, and before she could stop herself she nodded.

“She’ll make an excellent wife and mother,” her father said. “Just like my own dear wife, who has never given me any cause to complain.”

“She’s pretty enough,” the man said. “How much do you want for her?”

Anise stared at the ground, tears stinging her eyes as they discussed her. She felt like a chicken at the market, standing dumb while the buyer and seller haggled. She wanted to say she wasn’t ready for marriage. She wanted the boy and his father to go away and never come back. Words raced through her mind: scathing insults and forceful demands. Leave me be! I will never dance for you. Anyway, my father lies. My singing is weak, and he often complains about my mother. Look elsewhere for your bride. I am not ready to marry and have no interest in you.

But she couldn’t speak, and she hated herself for that.

Finally her father released her arm and waved to a servant carrying a jug of wine. Anise glanced at the boy, Pabil. He stared at her, frowning like a man who isn’t sure if he got a bargain. This was to be her husband? He hadn’t even spoken directly to her yet. She backed away. She walked to the food table and stared at the wonderful dishes she had yet to try – chicken fattened on pistachio nuts, meat porridge with butter, fava beans and pickled greens. She felt too sick to eat.

“Psst, Anise!” Cassim’s face poked through a gap in the tent. “Grab me some food and come here,” he hissed.

Anise wrapped some goat cheese in a piece of flat bread. She looked around to make sure no one was watching. At her glance, Pabil quickly looked away, fingering the hairs on his chin. Her father and Pabil’s had their heads together over their cups of wine. Anise wrapped the bread and cheese in her handkerchief and tucked it into her sash. She grabbed three oranges, backed up to the corner where the tent hangings met, and slipped through. 

She and Cassim ran across the garden to a large oak tree at the far side. Cassim took the oranges and juggled them as Anise hiked up her dress and shinnied up the tree. Her father’s threat echoed in her ears, but she was in so much trouble already, one more misdeed hardly mattered. She slid out onto a sturdy branch, and Cassim tossed the oranges up to her one by one. She rested them in her lap while he climbed up the tree after her. 

“Thanks,” Cassim said. “I’m trying to avoid your father.”

Anise unwrapped the food in her handkerchief. “I guessed. You’re missing some great food, though.”

“It’s Majid’s fault. He always gets us in trouble.”

“Sure, you have nothing to do with it.” Anise nibbled on some salty white cheese. “It was fun, though, until my father came in.”

“I wish we could trick Majid and make him teach us some magic.”

“His magic is mostly about cooking.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” Cassim smoothed the faint fuzz of mustache barely shading his upper lip. “What we really need is a quest – travel to distant lands, fighting monsters and barbarians, finding treasure.”

Anise sighed and licked her fingers. “Those are fantasies for children.”

“We talked about it last week.”

“But life isn’t really like that. At least not for me. I’ll never have adventures.” Anise sniffled and rubbed a sticky hand under her nose.

“Sure you will!” Cassim tossed an orange into the air and caught it. “We always have adventures – we just did.”

Anise sighed again. “And we’ll always be friends, right? No matter what?”

“Of course. What’s this all about?”

“My father has found me a husband.”

The orange dropped to the ground. Cassim whistled. “My ‘little sister’ is growing up.”
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