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It was the thousand and first night.

Scheherezade had worked it out a few hours earlier, after she realised how close it was to the third anniversary of her wedding. Four days short of three years since her marriage day. Four nights short of three years since she had first sighed lightly, smiled, shrugged charmingly, said, “Ah, but the tale of the fisherman and the djinn is far more  marvellous than that, O august king.”

Three days short of three years since her husband the king had kissed her fingers and said, “Then you may live another day to tell it me.”

Three years to the day since she had conceived her desperate plan, convinced her father the vizier to take her to the king to be his three hundred and sixty-seventh bride, a year and a half since he had found his first wife in adultery on his brother’s notification, and then come back from a voyage with the plan that he needed revenge on the whole of womankind. 

One might have expected him to swear off marriage—he had a son and heir out of that first wife, who looked enough like him to be assumed legitimate—but the king Scheherezade’s husband had a mighty anger and a mighty thirst, and when he had once tasted the commingling of blood and passion and power he did not forget it.

Scheherezade readied herself for the king’s arrival. She had bathed already in rose-scented water, dressed in silks of shimmering colours (tonight, as often, red), added jewels, twined jasmine through the intricate plaits of her hair, painted her face with kohl and rouge and subtle powders flecked with gold. She was not the most beautiful of her husband’s wives, but she was lovely enough that in the days before her marriage poets had written odes to her eyes and the shelly coils of her ears. 

Her attendants brought her clothes and paint-pots and unguents. Her sister had been her chief attendant until a month ago, when the king Scheherezade’s husband and decided Dinazad was woman enough to marry, and sent her off to his own brother as a gift. Scheherezade had wept, for her going she said, not saying it was his brother was a weak man, inclined to follow where he led, whether marriage or murder.

Other attendants laid out the king’s room for his arrival: straightened the carpets, set the braziers scented with sandalwood alight, positioned the carved screens to hide the doors and windows. They laid out trays of food and wine and water and tea, lit the brass and silver lamps polished mirror-bright.

Two years since she said begun the story of Aladdin and the djinni of the lamp, she thought, readying the layers of tonight’s stories in her mind. Her husband the king had liked that tale, chuckling over the clever lad from the souk, though not enough that he had not stroked her in the hours after midnight when she fell silent and said, “Hast forgotten all thy stories?” and when she looked at him she’d seen the eagerness in his eyes, and not known which hunger was the stronger.

Her sister Dinazad had been there that night, ready to say, “Was he not in the days when he was prince visited by Sinbad whose voyages crossed the seven seas? O king of all treasures, will you not let my sister tell me of Sinbad before the dawn comes and her death with it?”

Sinbad had taken her through two years of intricately layered stories. She was nearly finished the tale of his seventh voyage, closing the doors of each inset tale as the year spooled on. Now to take it out again to the next layer, back to the court of Aladdin—unless on Sinbad’s wandering return to the city Aladdin now ruled he should meet with an old companion, who naturally would regale Sinbad with his own voyages, burrow another layer deeper. She had not used the idea of the wife stolen away on her wedding-day by an ifrit who—

Of course she had not used that idea; that was why she was married. 

Scheherezade heard the soft noises of her attendants leaving the king’s room. She would tell the story she had read in an old pagan book, of the sailor (who else would be friends with Sinbad?) who had angered a sea-god on his way back from a war, and been thrown on ten years of sea-wanderings. The ramifications of that story would be good for another year at least, or more, before the pagan sailor came home to find his wife still waiting for him.

Scheherezade accepted the perfume passed by her present chief attendant, a woman chosen by the king her husband when he sent Dinazad off to be married to his brother. His brother followed him in all habits, whether virtuous or vicious, except that he did not like women who talked.

She had no emotions to spare for her new attendant, who obeyed her mistress with a frightened flinching manner, and disappeared as soon as the guards opened the door to announce the king’s arrival; who was late this thousand and first night.

He came eventually, as he always did, drawn by some fascination for her stories, for her body, for the pleasure he took in reminding her every evening that this would be her last unless she continued to weave her spell of words well enough. He was not always so crude as to mention it; if nothing else, he had learned subtlety through the nights of her stories; but he never failed to bring her winding sheet to lay upon their couch. As befit his queen it was made of white silk; it was nonetheless a shroud.

He came eventually, and as she performed the courtesies her attendants vanished.

Tall, broad-shouldered, handsome: dark beard and flashing eyes: he looked to her like one of the old, old sculptures from the dead civilizations that washed about the edges of the desert and the oldest parts of the cities. The sculptures were of bull-gods and manticores and winged monsters with human faces.

She was careful to ensure every hero in her stories resembled him, one way or another.

He liked her to begin while they ate, keep murmuring her stories through the night as the lamps burned down. This evening, the thousand and first evening, she began by feeding him apricots, grape leaves stuffed with rice and raisins, tender young birds her husband the king had probably hunted himself with his fine white falcon and his horse. Outside somewhere it was spring.

She fed him delicately. He reclined against the winding sheet, his eyes more intense than usual. Perhaps he had been counting the days as well, she thought, or no, she saw, as she carefully drew the tale of the seventh voyage of Sinbad to its conclusion, he was more anxious than usual to move on from the food.

She was practised, now, had the trays positioned where they could easily be set aside. Dipped her fingers in bowls scented with attar of roses (sometimes she was sick of flowers, whose scents and petals filled her life so that wherever she went there were the old petals, brown and withered, dropping away from her hair, the folds of her clothing, the hollows of her flesh). Dropped the first few layers of her clothes as moved across the white silk of her shroud to where the king her husband awaited her.

“I have heard it said, O glorious king,” she murmured, stroking his face, down the hard line of his jaw, down the curls of his beard, to the hard warm muscles of his torso beneath his own loose robes. “While Sinbad had sworn off the sea at last, he did not forget his old comrades entirely, and as he went to the palace to beseech the prince Aladdin’s aid, he encountered a man in the marketplace who said—”

“No more,” said the king her husband. “There will be no more stories.”

He smiled at her, eyes dark; she could feel his excitement growing under her hands. “No more stories,” he said, and he kissed her. “I had almost forgotten how perfidious you women are, in all your stories of courage and clemency and love.”

“My lord?” she said. 

“Three years have you kept me from my purpose, from my vow, from my solemn oath. My court has come to laugh that I am so tied to a woman I will not leave her alone a night, that I cannot bear to pass a night without her voice in my ear.”
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