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But all this world is like a tale we hear—­


Men’s evil, and their glory, disappear.


FIRDAUSI, SHAHNAMEH


Shahrazad turned to King Shahryar and said, “May I have your permission to tell a story?”


He replied, “Yes,” and Shahrazad was very happy and said, “Listen.”


THE ARABIAN NIGHTS
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Before the Nights
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It is said that in the province of Kirman, a land of green pistachios and dusty mountains, reigned a Seljuk Malik called Shahryar, who wed a pearl-­skinned beauty named Fataneh. Great men and women of the empire gathered to fête the newlyweds, and among the many, perhaps the least, was Shaherazade, the daughter of the Malik’s vizier.


Against the ring of brassy trumpets and deep-­bellied drums, the bride and groom processed toward the citadel. Shaherazade’s black braids bounced against her back as she leapt, each jump bringing a fleeting moment in the air that allowed her to puzzle a piece of the wedding scene: Jump. The silk-­clad shoulders of the wedding guests. Jump. Palanquins bedecked with silver bells. Jump. The bride’s glittering robe of vermilion and jade. Jump. Her necklaces of gold, earrings of emerald.


Shaherazade landed.


“Calm down, Shaherazade.” Her father stayed her with a gentle hand. “You will see the Malik and his bride soon enough.” Vizier Muhammad smiled, removing the sting from his admonition. He brushed a kiss on top of Shaherazade’s rose-­scented head. “There’s a good girl.”


Self-­consciously, Shaherazade straightened her palm-­green robe, which she had thought quite becoming, but which now, after seeing the bride’s regalia, seemed childish. Sullen, she scuffed a curled slipper against the flagstones.


She could not sulk for long as the crush of wedding guests swirled from the bailey into the grand hall of the citadel, following the bridal procession and carrying Shaherazade and her father with them. Turquoise tiled arches swooped like snowy swan necks, and silver and gold lanterns glowed overhead with a soft, firefly light. Shaherazade smelled something light and herbal—­angelica, nigella—­and more eye-­watering scents—­esphand and frankincense.


Blinking away tears, Shaherazade pushed toward the Malik and Fataneh Khatun, who now sat cross-­legged beneath a white canopy. Briefly, the Malik’s hand covered the Khatun’s, but her eyes remained demurely downcast. A silver mirror between them reflected two luminescent candelabras, a Qur’an, and a half dozen other daily items that had borne significance in Persia since the time of Zarathustra.


Over the strum of tars and the rumbling verse of Turkic song, Shaherazade whispered to her younger sister, who had appeared at her shoulder, “Are they not so sweetly in love?”


Dunyazade plucked at a stray scarlet thread from her tunic and responded with marked disinterest. “Very much.” Sighting servants unloading hare spiced with thyme, saffron-­scented rice, pullet stew simmered in ginger and rose water onto squat tables, Dunya exclaimed, “Let’s go!”


The children threaded past the silken legs and belted waists of the mass of viziers and emirs, generals and courtiers, philosophers and poets, maliks and khatuns. Even the Malik’s suzerain, the young Sultan Toghrul III of the Seljuk Turks, shadow-­eyed under a heavy crown, was in attendance.


As Shaherazade bumped, nudged, and forced her way through the illustrious crowd like an oiled goat, she stepped on a pearl, a luminous full moon, smooth and white, one of many scattered by careful servant hands. She stumbled, flinging out her arms and striking a green-­robed potentate, who whirled away like an angry top.


Flushing, Shaherazade cast about surreptitiously, hoping no one else had seen her, her, ten years old and practically a woman, trip like a child. To Shaherazade’s dismay, she caught the kohl-­lined eye of Fataneh Khatun. The Khatun’s lips parted in not unkind amusement. Her pale hand trembled as she nudged the Malik, whispered in his ear. He grinned at Shaherazade, neat white teeth flashing bright. Hotness drowned Shaherazade’s cheeks, humiliation slicking her stomach. Before she could flee, hide beneath a table, or better, in an empty courtyard or abandoned room, the Malik beckoned her.


This was an order from her ruler, her Baba’s master. How could she but obey? Tentatively, Shaherazade stepped forward. She wished Dunya would find her and pull her away.


Her fist to her chest, Shaherazade genuflected from the waist as she had seen her Baba do.


“Assalamu’alaikum Shaherazade.” The Malik’s mouth twitched with humor. “How well you look.”


Shaherazade nodded but could not speak—­she had never felt more a coltish, foolish girl than in the face of the couple’s blossomed beauty. The Khatun’s ebony hair, barely obscured by a sheer storm-­blue veil, cascaded past her hips in fine plaits. The emeralds and gold of her diadem picked out the sunshine-­on-­grass color of her eyes. If it were possible, the Malik was even more beautiful, with coal-­black hair, tilted dark eyes, high cheekbones, and a nobly curved nose. When he glanced at his bride, who flushed obligingly, he glowed. Shaherazade knew, just knew, that theirs was a love that would be sung down the ages, like the sagas of Leila and Majnun, Vis and Ramin, Khosrau and Shirin.


“What do you think of my new wife?” The Malik stroked Fataneh’s hand, the brawniness of his all the more apparent for the delicacy of hers. He did not wait for Shaherazade to reply. “I was lucky to find her, you know.” He turned to Fataneh. “Is it not so, jaanem?”


“Yes, O Malik.” The Khatun’s voice was soft, the chirp of a dove.


“You must not call me ‘Malik.’ I would have you call me ‘beloved.’ ”


“Yes, jaanem.” Her smile stretched her lips tight.


The Malik returned his attention to Shaherazade, his grin filled with the sum of his youth and innocence. “Indulge me, little Shaherazade, and let me tell you of the moment I fell in love.” He caressed Fataneh’s fingers. “Three months ago, I visited the governor of Ganja, Fataneh Khatun’s father. There, I saw those gleaming green eyes—­have you ever seen such pure and true green, like spring leaves, like Nowruz?—­peeking from her veil. In that moment, I fell in love, as though we had been made from one soul cloven in half in the Therebefore. Then and there, I asked her father for her hand.” He kissed Fataneh’s fingers, stained red with bridal henna. “Now, tell me little Shaherazade, is she not the fairest woman, the kindest, the sweetest, the gentlest in the land?”


Shaherazade dropped her head to restrain her giggles. She wished she could think of a clever response, but her words ran dry.


Spying her taut lips, the Malik mockingly scolded, “Now, you know you should not laugh at your Malik. You are lucky I am feeling magnanimous, little Shaherazade, that my wife has made me so happy. Today, I forgive you. But go play before I change my mind and take your head!”


Ducking that head, still attached by the Malik’s grace, Shaherazade walked away, attempting stately grace.


As folk dancers twirled to Oghuz song, Seljuk nobles and luminaries toasted the newly married couple into the velvet night, whispering how well matched they were, the union’s divine blessing, the long and happy fate awaiting them.


How could they have predicted fortune’s course, the shredding of this shining marriage, and the empire, in less than a decade—­and Shaherazade’s hands stained red, not with bridal henna but with blood?




PART ONE
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587 AFTER HIJRAH


1191 AFTER THE DEATH OF ‘ISA




One
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There are words and then there are words. Words that can bind hearts, break a marriage, rupture an empire. Words that burn in your mouth like black peppercorn, that crack the soul like bone, that linger in the air until the Day of Reckoning’s trumpets shred mountains to cotton and break the earth like an egg. Words created the dizzying spiral of our worlds—­The Creator of Heavens and Earth . . . He but says “Be” and it Is—­and so too, will they destroy it.


But for now, I call out my sister’s name and hope it draws my quarry nearer. “Dunyazade!” My slippers skid across the time-­polished floor of Bam’s citadel. “Dunya!”


As my call fades around a corner, I hear a protesting voice. “. . . The Khwarezmid forces and Oghuz armies have each been expanding into Persia. Seljuks are falling before them in battle. Your wife’s father, Sultan Toghrul, and the Seljuk Empire itself stand on the brink of defeat.”


“Do not forget the Franks, calling themselves Crusaders, still besiege Acre. Sultan Saladin has appealed again for aid.”


I can make sense of only about half of what is being said. We have heard that the Franks have renewed their assault on the Muslims of Jerusalem, but that is a drama so far away it might as well be another world. The Oghuz and the Khwarezmids, though, are twin menaces much closer to our hearts, wild people rapidly gnawing away at our Seljuk Empire—­although they are yet parasangs north of Kirman, each occupied with defeating Sultan Toghrul and his emirs.


“We shall see to it that my father-­in-­law receives aid. My wife will have it no other way.”


I recognize this voice immediately. The Malik.


Rounding the corner, I collide with a knot of men. Papers fly as my feet skip, my slipper slides, and I claw at the faience wall behind me for support. The Malik steadies me, his fingers curling around my shoulders. Behind him, his advisers’ faces twist in disapproval. A pair of scribes scurry to gather the sheaves drifting down like snow.


A furious blush heats my cheeks. I step away from the Malik, my shoulders hot and cold where he touched them.


“Apologies,” I mumble.


The scribes dart veiled glares at me.


“Are you searching for your sister, Shaherazade Khatun?” The Malik tucks a lock of black hair, jostled loose by our collision, into his jeweled turban. The impulse to tug it forth again, feel its cool silkiness slide against my palm, suffuses my fingers. I clench my hands tightly.


I drop my eyes. Nod.


Even nine years after his wedding, over eight years living alongside him in the Arg-­e-­Bam, and knowing him for each of my nineteen years, I still struggle to articulate myself in his presence. Before his majesty and kindness, I feel my veins blossom and hot blood dissolve my muscles and bones. I could be left for a formless heap at his feet.


He laughs fondly and I feel foolish. I wish I had turned the corner and careened into anyone else, or better yet: glided past the Malik, demurely inclining my head.


“Halt your search. You will not find her until she wants to be found.” He gives me a knowing look. Dunya’s reluctance to my lessons is infamous, a joke that apparently has risen to the Malik’s ears. “But do me a favor and find Fataneh Khatun.”


I nod, trying to recover the grace I have lost. Judging from the councillors’ eyes, the effort is not well received. I am sure Baba will hear of this. Still, the Malik’s eyes twinkle with gentle amusement.


“Your father told me part of a story you told him,” the Malik calls as I retreat.


I whip around, my heart hammering.


He smiles. “I should like to know the ending, someday.”


“I—­I . . . I should find Fataneh Khatun.”


How could Baba have told him? I duck and flee, and the drumbeat of my heart drowns all sound.
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I must admit: the Khatun frightens me. The Malik can praise her sweetness and beauty to Paradise and she can win the people’s hearts by endowing mosques and madrasas, but since her earliest days in Bam, she has held herself aloof, aware that she is a creature of ground pearls and gold dust, too fine to associate with those of us formed of clay.


Still, at the Malik’s order, I search narrow halls and wide chambers, the cool, dim baths and the sun-­hot gardens, the harem’s shaded corners and the wide-­open polo fields. I even hesitantly knock at the door of the quarters Fataneh Khatun shares with the Malik, as a pair of guards, armored in shimmering chain mail, look on stonily.


I trail from one end of the Arg-­e-­Bam to the other, passing servants and clerks and secretaries, all those who power the citadel, until finally, I stand before a door of sweet cedar etched with interlaced stars. I push into the room.


Empty, save for scattered rugs and dusty benches.


A closed door stands in the back. A bubbled glass window looks onto a courtyard where pink flowers and green leaves are aflame against an adobe wall. From the courtyard garden, I hear leaves rustle, wind sigh.


Once, there was a pari queen, fair as the moon, who possessed all she could desire. She possessed one more thing: a festering secret that could destroy all she held dear . . . 


A thud against the courtyard door snaps me to the present.


And another.


A woman’s satisfied breath and a man’s relieved groan. Of its own volition, my hand pushes the door, and a man and woman tumble at my slippers. In the sunlight’s eager glare, they are a conjoined entity. I catch the woman’s smooth shoulder, the man’s dusky thigh. Shame sears me.


I smile politely at the floor, damning myself for opening the door. I am on the verge of offering greetings, but the woman glares at me. And her eyes. A distinctive green famed throughout Kirman. Squeaking, I close my own and back into the room.


I try to repress the scene, but it unfolds before me again and again. I wish I had tried any other room, opened any other courtyard door. Or had not, like a simpleton, opened this one, when it was volubly clear that I was not meant to see what was occurring behind it.


I examine a pore in the floor, the minuscule puckers and shimmering mica flecks, but I follow their movements out of the corner of my eye. Neither the man nor the woman attempts to explain as they tighten their trousers, pull down their robes. They do not even look my way. As if I am nothing. A landed bird, a blown leaf. I wish I were.


The man I do not recognize. He appears generic enough: dark hair, dark eyes, dark skin, a handsome cut to his cheekbones, a sharp nose like a hawk’s. I cannot determine his pedigree or rank. He could work in the kitchens, toiling in smoke and fire, or be a visiting emir, traveling from province to province to offer his sword. But the woman . . . this woman, rutting where any passerby could discover her, is the Malik’s wife, Fataneh Khatun.


They exit. First him, and after several moments, her. They pass me, smelling sweet, of flowers and musk. Their footsteps trail down the hall.


A gust slams the courtyard door shut and finally, I breathe. When the tap of their slippers fades, I step into the hall. An iron-­hard grasp clamps around my arm. The Khatun’s face looms, not remorseful as mine would have been, but angry, defiant. Her gold rings gouge my flesh. I pull away, but her grip is unyielding. My mouth dries at the manic glint in her eyes.


Despite her small stature, she strong-­arms me into the room and kicks the door shut.


She grabs my chin, no gentleness in her touch, her full lips steely. “Shaherazade.” She drawls my name, elongating the alif near the end.


I do not know which I fear more: being alone with her or being discovered by someone who would wonder what was passing between us. I do not know whether I would be able to lie—­whether I should lie.


“Clumsy Shaherazade. Little Shaherazade, the girl who stumbled at my wedding, tripped gracelessly on pearls before the Malik.”


My face reddens. For a moment, I am a child again and the Khatun is the embodiment of all I could never hope to be.


Fataneh Khatun smiles and her voice silkens, a soft rope around a softer throat. “The daughter of Vizier Muhammad, a widower with two daughters? I am sure he worries about finding husbands for you and your sister. Perhaps I could arrange suitable matches to ease his mind? Or I could slip to the Malik how deserving your father is of a few new landholds and iqta’?”


She releases my arm and the blood tingles back. She pats my head, ringing my skull. “Let me make myself clear, jaan,” she hisses. “If you speak of this to anyone, your head will be the first on the chopping block, followed by your sister’s and your father’s. That, I vow to you by Allah.”


I drop my eyes and nod. I hope that is enough, that she will leave me alone, that this will ebb into nightmare. My family’s lives are not worth divulging what I have seen.


“Good girl.” She pats my head again, pat-­pat-­pat, as if she would drive me into the ground like a nail into wood.


My skin jumps as new footsteps fall on the floor. The stride is heavy, the sole thick. Fataneh’s breath catches.


The Malik, finally free of his retinue, enters. “I thought I heard voices.” His grin is easy. A small measure of relief trickles through me: he is not suspicious. Lighting on the Khatun, who watches me grimly, his eyes shine with pleasure. “Well done, Shaherazade! You have found my wife!” As though I have pulled off a particularly daring shataranj maneuver.


Smiling weakly, I murmur, “Yes,” and rush into the hall, away from these trapdoors. Behind me, the Malik and Khatun laugh. I do not know at what.


It was a dream. It was a dream.


I wind up the Fire Tower and burst onto the rampart. Mountain wind cools my brow. I wish the sun’s glare would scorch my memory. I try to fold away what I have seen, to press it into a tight bundle, seal it in a box, tie it with a cord, and tuck it away in the dark creases of my mind.


I open my eyes to a blue sky above and the earthen warren of the town of Bam below—­its bazaars, mosques, and madrasas, the verdant cotton fields and pistachio groves rimming the town’s walls, the Jebal Barez Mountains and desert beyond.


Then, like a knife, a fear darts through the dark and cuts my careful packaging: What if the Malik finds out? What if he discovers his wife’s unfaithfulness, learns that I knew of it and, like an accomplice, concealed it? I gulp down ice-­cold panic and begin wrapping the memory away again, more tightly than before.




Two
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Morning sun spills through lattice shutters like clarified butter, warming my freshly bathed skin. With a surreptitious glance at Gulnar, my maid, I slip into a tunic to hide the plum-colored bruises left by the Khatun’s rings. Despite concerned probing by Dunya and Baba, I have managed to keep the Khatun’s secret for more than a week, but it squirms in my stomach like a cat in a sack.


I sit on a floor cushion, a clouded silver mirror propped before me. As Gulnar plaits my hair into dozens of fashionable braids, a knock sounds against the door.


“Come in!”


Baba swoops in. “Kafi,” he says to Gulnar. She bows her head and departs.


My father sits behind me and begins expertly weaving my hair, parting and combing and twining. Closing my eyes, I remember the months after my mother’s death when I would allow only him to touch my hair as she had. His fingers still retain the old skill. My throat grows hot with memory.


“O Baba, don’t! You’ll ruin your fine suit!” My father, in readiness for court, is garbed in the finest of fulgent blue linen, which glistens like silk.


The mirror reflects his smile. “Shaherazade jaan, you have been avoiding us. What is the matter?”


I meet my father’s gaze in the mirror and see in it a profundity of understanding and kindness. I cannot meet it for long. “Baba . . . I have a secret,” I whisper into my lap.


“Can you not tell me?” he asks patiently, selecting another lock and splitting the strands in three.


“I’m afraid, Baba.”


His fingers tighten on my braid. “Of what?”


I pause. As much as I long to unburden myself, this knowledge is combustible, a chimera of Greek fire. “I can’t tell you.” My fingers lace tightly in my lap.


He looks at me with patient, world-­weary eyes. “Is there anyone you can tell, jaanem?”


Thinking of Shahryar, I flinch. It is a heavy burden to deliver heartbreak, especially when the Malik has lost so much already. “No, Baba.”


“Now that is untrue,” Baba says to mirror-­Shaherazade.


My reflection arches an eyebrow.


“Pray on it, Shaherazade. When we mortals can find no counsel among our own, it is to Allah we must turn.” Finishing the last braid, he rises and dusts his brightly striped trousers. “I must meet with the Malik, but I will pray that Allah helps you find a solution.” He stops before the door. “Know this: so long as I am here, you have nothing to fear. My attention is always yours.”


My smile, put on for Baba’s benefit, dissolves as he departs. The secret sinking in my bowels, I turn my choices like a silver dirham. The Khatun is a sinner who threatens my family and betrays a husband who would pull down stars to weld a diadem for her hair if she asked. She deserves no protection. And if I am discovered as an accomplice to her treason? She can damn me but she cannot protect me, not then. I would be a fool to place my life in an adulteress’s hands.


I drum my feet. From a chest, I retrieve a leather-­bound book, The Incoherence of the Incoherence, assiduously calligraphed in Córdoba and shuttled along routes through the Maghreb and Cairo and Jerusalem and Baghdad to sit in my hand in Bam. I brush my fears away. Nothing will happen. The Khatun will stop, the Malik will never discover her, she will never tell him. No one will ever know I was involved.


Unless . . . 


Unless I am not the only one who has discovered her. Unless there’s a cabal of servant girls and sweeper boys who have encountered Fataneh and whom she has bullied into silence. But that silence can break, an egg dropped from a nest, and the secret can spread, quick and viscous. What did she do with her lover? Rip off his head like a spider finished with its mate? The Incoherence of the Incoherence slips from my hand and falls open, red and black ink swirling across its pages.


“Are you well, little Shaherazade?”


I leap up. The Khatun leans against the doorjamb.


“Yes, O Khatun, thank you for your concern.” I try to shrink myself and pray that Gulnar will return to disrupt whatever game the Khatun has come to play.


Her slanted green cat’s-eyes watch me, a mouse struggling in her paws. She taps a finger, the nail stained ocher with henna, against her lip. “I have not forgotten my promise, O dokhtar-­e-­vizier. I have thought—­why should you not marry the Malik’s brother? You would be a second wife, but he is the Malik of Samarkand. Believe me, Vizier’s Daughter, I keep my promises.”


She is so close that I can smell her attar of roses, the cloves on her breath. “Have you lost your tongue? Why don’t you speak? Or have you already spoken?”


Sharp tiles dig into my back. I wish the wall would turn to vapor and let me slip through. “I do not know what you speak of, ay Khatun, but I have said nothing.”


She pinches my cheek. “Shad bash. You will like Samarkand, Shaherazade. And we will be sisters, bound by law and blood.”
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Standing on the citadel’s walls, I consider the Khatun’s offer. Marrying Shahzaman would not be the worst outcome. After his and Shahryar’s father, Turanshah, had rebelled, been captured, and ignominiously killed himself, Sultan Toghrul had sent Shahzaman to be fostered by Samarkand’s childless malik before I was born. If Shahzaman is anything like his brother, good-­naturedly kind and cheerily handsome, I could be happy. This would be a good match, one I would be lucky to make. The sweetness overripens. Why is the Khatun offering me such a prize? At her word, I could be married to some no-­name, backwater emir.


She’s scared. She’s scared of me.


The idea is absurd.


I lean over the crenellated wall toward the excited cries of men below. Across a ground kept verdant by underground pipes, the Malik and his companions play polo, their horses sailing beneath them and the ball zipping between thwacks of their mallets. Town children cheer their Malik as he executes a particularly gallant goal. He grins at them and looks up, catches me watching from my perch. Before I can drop my eyes, he raises a hand to his heart and bows from the saddle. My own heart slides into my stomach, burning all the way.


“What are you looking at?”


“Dunya! Nothing! I was looking for you.” Red-­cheeked, I wave The Incoherence of the Incoherence under her nose. “You didn’t enjoy al-­Ghazali, but perhaps you will like ibn Rushd.”


Ignoring me, Dunya peers over the wall. Her dandelion brocade robe shines against her long black braids. “Oh. The Malik.” She takes The Incoherence of the Incoherence, flips the pages, pausing on this page and that, cocking her head as if in a serious assessment of its arguments, and returns it. “Stop it, Shaherazade. You will make the Khatun jealous.”


“Of ibn Rushd?”


“Shahera . . .”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


There was once a boy who could only tell lies. He was not a bad boy, but the truth refused to pass his lips. His teeth would build a dam, his mouth a tight seam, and the truth would stopper behind. Only when lying would his words fly like swallows . . . 


“Come to tonight’s feast with me. Fataneh is fêting this month’s favored poet.”


The Khatun is a great patroness of the arts: poets, philosophers, and calligraphers, musicians and artisans. At her invitation, they flock to Bam, filling the citadel with sweet words and strange new thoughts. They say the court in Bam rivals that kept by Sultan Toghrul in Hamadan. But I am not sure I can stand an evening of a poet extolling Fataneh’s gazelle gait and lion heart. Confession bubbles on my tongue, but I bite it back. Who would I be to bow my little sister’s shoulders with it?
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With everyone at Fataneh’s feast, the citadel is mine for the taking. I walk through the empty halls, lit by sweetly burning olive oil torches that pool shadows in corners, and catch drifts: shivery strains of a tar, the poet’s soulful intonation.


I turn away from the great hall and toward another long hall. The faience wall gleams like pearls, and as the din of the party fades, I feel isolated in this shimmering oystershell world.


The Arg-­e-­Bam has thirty-­nine watchtowers for guardsmen to look out for Oghuz raids or caravans of arriving maliks. I enter at the base of the Fire Tower, where once stood a Sassanian temple to their god of fire. Although it is late winter, the air in the tower is warm and dense. Stone stairs, eroded to nubs, scurry to the top. I hitch my robe past my knees and dash upward. My breath heaves, but I open the door to a cool gust and a million silver stars above. In the town below, lamps and candles glitter, a small galaxy itself.


Here, Shahryar’s father’s atabeg took the corpse of Shahryar’s father after his suicide and cut it into forty pieces for his rebellion.


I stand here, at the edge of the citadel’s highest point. Soft breaths behind me. The Malik stands at my shoulder. Even in the dim elucidation of stars and lamps, I can tell he is angry: his mouth is rigidly set, his eyes hard, his expression so at odds with his normal cheeriness. That I have wrought this change nauseates me.


“The Khatun has told me what you knew.”


“What do I know, O Malik?”


“Of her adultery.”


I say nothing. What can I say?


He steps closer and I smell sweat and musk. “Don’t worry, Shaherazade. I forgave her. I love her.” He caresses my neck and shivers dash across my skin. “But you. You I cannot forgive.” His hands close around my neck and stars burst in my eyes.


I slap the wall, and the sting burns away the nightmare. He won’t know. He can’t know. I will forget this by next week. It will be as if nothing happened.


I descend from the Fire Tower, away from the ghastly ghoul of Shahryar I conjured. Whom do I fear more? Before this evening, I would have said Fataneh. At her best, she is queenly, untouchable. At her worst, she is ice and wrath. And Shahryar? He is sunny and generous, but he grew in the shadow of a father diced like an onion. Where did that settle in him? What did it sprout?


As I wend back to our quarters, drums and laughter ring from the Khatun’s feast, although the poet’s declamation has stopped.


The Arg-­e-­Bam is quiet here, away from the tumult of festivities. I am poised to push the door to our wing when I hear it again—­a ­familiar sound. The sonorousness of one voice resonates with me: the poet. That’s imagination. I hover at the threshold. I cannot follow these sounds again. Did I not regret it the first time? At best, I make enemies of two strangers. Another moan, the woman’s this time, and I follow it. Just a little closer. I leave my slippers at the door and the floor is chill against my bare feet.


At the far end of the deserted hall, someone has snuffed the torches so only I am illuminated. The breaths louden.


This is quite enough. I retreat as quickly as I came, but all at once, three things happen: I hear the poet cry, “Ay Khatun!” The torch behind me flares and illumines, for the briefest moment, the Khatun encircled by the poet. The Khatun’s eyes meet mine.


A fourth thing happens: I know that very soon I will be dead.
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I wake up pillowed by foreboding. It muffles my head, constricts my waist, presses my shoulders down. It stuffs my throat and trembles at my fingertips. My eyes don’t want to open. I open my eyes. The sun dances on my face, warm and radiant. I force myself to sit.


She knows. She knows I have seen her doubly. She knows, and the Malik knows nothing. The Malik knows nothing, but I know.


She is an indecent woman. Shameless. An adulteress and a sinner who threatens my family. A woman whose lies deserve to be exposed.


I bolt the door and retrieve a mahogany box of paper from the Papersellers’ Street in Baghdad. The paper is skin thin and the sun shines right through. When my tales are especially good, I write them on this paper for Dunya, Baba, and my cousin Laila. Once or twice they have even been parroted to me in the harem as though they were well-­known stories of old.


I lay the paper out and dip a reed pen into the bronze inkwell shaped like a lion wreathed in roses and thorns. A present from my mother at whose knee I learned distich after distich of the Shahnameh, my mother who always had poetry on her tongue.


The domed lid rings as I replace it. I carefully write:


O Malik-­e-­Kirman, you would be wise


To wonder if there is more to your wife than you surmise.


I cringe. Verses at which Firdausi would weep. I repeat the couplet a dozen times to taste its rhythm. The pen scratches across paper.


She holds your heart, this is true


But whom does she hold, away from you?


It is not verse for the ages, but it will do. I rewrite it in clean, sloping calligraphy, dotting letters with diamonds. I cut away the message and after the ink dries I roll the sliver around my smallest finger like a ring. After I burn the draft, I collect its ashes in my palm. The soft gray mound trembles as I walk to the window. I blow, and the ash flies past Bam’s minarets and domes, its cupolas and crenellated golden walls. Those words are now nothing, the sand of the Dasht-­e-­Lut, the snow of the Kuhbonan Mountains.


I pull on a deep-­necked green gown, edged with thick bands of gold and overlay it with a purple farajiyya embroidered with coruscating red and orange flowers. I bind the robe at the waist with a fringed sash. My long trousers trail past my ankles and I crown myself with a diadem, a pear-­shaped garnet swinging in the center. The normalcy of the routine distracts from the weight in me.


The hand clutching the note is tight and sweaty. I try to forget where I’m heading. The hall buzzes with the busy chatter of scribes and sweepers, clerks and cooks, who pass me without a glance.


Two Turkmen mamluks, physical links to our tribal Turkic ancestry, flank the Malik’s door. Their helmets rise to domed peaks, and their armor of overlaid iron scales gleams dull silver, like fish slapped and shining on a market stall.


I cannot slip my note to the Malik like this. The guards will not forget that. Then, the fingers will point. An unmarried girl of a certain age becomes bored, stirs up scandal. The vizier has been neglectful in his duties to see his daughters wed. Nineteen and unwed, ay Khoda.


I turn away.
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I carry the paper for four days, until it is as soft as linen and the script is blurred from rolling in my nervous palm. Yesterday, unseen, I watched Fataneh walking the gardens hand in hand with the Malik and the sight filled my mouth with the taste of soured milk. But she avoids me, and this quiet is more frightening than her threats.


For the second time, I approach the Malik’s door.


The mamluk on the left smiles. His teeth are crooked and gapped. During battle, chain mail veils their faces, but while guarding the Malik’s quarter, their faces are bare. Shamshir blades hang at their sides, shields strapped across their backs.


“Shaherazade Khatun.” He and his companion bow their heads, their chain mail jingling like tambourines.


Beginning to unfurl the paper from my finger, I smile. “Is my father in the Malik’s chambers?”


“The Malik is not in his quarters.”


“Oh.” What if Fataneh sees this paper before the Malik? “Is the Khatun within?” I hope I sound guileless but the question feels strange in my mouth, sounds strange on the air. The paper hangs loosely in my hand and fear of the Khatun sticks in my mind, a thread too thick to pass through a needle’s eye.


“Is all well?”


I force myself to raise my eyes. “Yes, yes.”


The guards do not notice the hollow waver in my throat.


“Do you know when the Malik is expected back . . . so that I might know when to expect my father?”


“The Malik will be back in two hours, after he prays Zuhr in the Congregational Mosque. He will lunch in the great hall. As is always done.”


Right.


“And Fataneh Khatun?”


“In the evening.”


And then, the impossible seems possible.


They need to be distracted. I could pretend to see an intruder or . . . “Have you heard the tale of the guardsman who became a caliph?”


When they do not stop me, when they wait expectantly, I speak.


“It is said by those who know and Allah knows best, that in Baghdad, the City of Peace, where djinn act as humans and if you are not careful . . .” My throat feels dry. I try not to think of how much depends on this. I try not to imagine the mamluks laughing me and my tales away, the Khatun appearing over my shoulder like a djinn. I swallow and press my hand against my fluttering heart. “. . . and if you are not careful, your soul can be stolen from you on the street, lived a humble guardsman named Rais.”


The paper is hot in my hand.


“Rais was a wise and honest man. When he returned home every night from his day of guarding the Caliph, he would find men and women waiting to hear his judgments on their quarrels.


“The Caliph was unlike Rais in every regard. He funneled money meant for the poor, for their mosques and madrasas, toward maintaining his harem and palaces. He levied tax upon tax so that he and his companions could dine richly on lamb and drink deeply of wine. But to Rais, it did not matter whether the Caliph was good or bad. He had sworn to protect the Caliph, and protect him he did.


“Every year, the Caliph processed through Baghdad to bathe in his subjects’ adulations. Playing the magnanimous ruler, he tossed dinars to the crowd, which men and women took home only to discover they were yellowed nickel. This year, however, as the glossy sedans swayed through the usually rowdy streets, the people were silent, their eyes narrow, their faces hollow.”


The mamluks are taken. I can see it in their wide eyes and parted lips.


“Rais followed the Caliph, his senses pricking at each corner. The procession did not falter, and if the people were grim, they were also passive. But just as the litters passed under the shadow of the palace, a tall, thin man hurled himself at the Caliph, passing through the guards as though they were mist. He was a Hashashin, one of the secret sect who train in the mountains to kill as easily as breathe and then disappear, like vapor in sunshine.”


The mamluks’ arms hang loose—­a Hashashin could tumble through the window and slice me through and they would notice nothing.


“Rais knew his duty. He threw himself at the assailant, but the man had Shaitaan’s luck and Hashashin training. He found that hairsbreadth sliver where Rais’s armor was weak and slipped his blade into Rais’s heart.”


I can still leave. Crumple the paper in my hand, burn it to dust, blow it away. Turn around and leave the secret to fester between Fataneh and me alone. But then—­there is goodness and rightness in telling true, in speaking out against wrong.


Ay Khoda.


The paper slips from my fingers and flutters like a feather to the mosaic floor.


“Before the other guards could strike, the Hashashin snaked like lightning and stabbed the Caliph until his gold robes were red as madder.”


My robe covers the quatrain.


“—­The Caliph’s limp body rolled out of the palanquin.”


I step closer to the door, the paper dragging behind me.


“Before the guards could capture the Hashashin—­”


I raise my robe above my ankles.


“He turned the knife on himself, falling into the bloody heap of three on Baghdad’s streets.”


Bismillah. I flourish my robe and knock the paper into the space between floor and door. My hands float up, weightless.


“But this is Baghdad, and in this city, humans are not alone. The tumult attracted a passing djinn. He glanced at the Caliph and knew he was dead: no breath whispered, no heartbeat quickened. But he knew something the others did not.


“Rais was alive.


“The gathered guardsmen shivered as the djinn, invisible and incorporeal, slipped between them and hovered over Rais. Rais, who, so near to death, could see dimensions the others could not.


“ ‘I know who you are, Rais ibn Kabir, and I will save you.’ The djinn reached into Rais’s heart and pulled out something silver that was molten one moment and mist the next. The djinn knew Rais’s soul to be good and pure, untainted by the avarice that had marred the Caliph. He floated to the Caliph, raised Rais’s soul, and blew it into the Caliph’s mouth. His touch sealed the Caliph’s wounds as life glimmered in his brown eyes once more.


“In Baghdad, they said the Caliph’s brush with death reformed him. He lowered taxes, lived more simply, and founded mosques and schools and foundations for the people. He even invited the slain guardsman’s family to live with him, eventually marrying the guardsman’s wife, poor as she was. And if the Caliph sometimes spoke late into the night with someone no one could see, what did it matter in the face of all the good he did?


“And that is how a guardsman became Caliph.”


The mamluk on the right starts, and the one on the left gapes as though waking from a nap.


I leave the guardsmen, light with relief. Something foreign flushes through me. I struggle to place the feeling until I realize it is power, small and startling, this ability to captivate with my tales—­and achieve my ends. It sits on my tongue, strange and sour at first.


Slowly, it sweetens.




Three


[image: Image]


The muezzin finishes the Maghrib azaan, heralding the evening prayer. As yet, I have heard nothing—­no rumors rising like steam from the harem or slipping from guard to guard, servant to servant. Instead, I have spent my day curled in bed, pleading an upset stomach and plagued by worry. What if the note were swept away by breeze or broom? What if no one read it? What if the Malik did read it? What if Fataneh found it, read the thin script through narrowed eyes, and knew that I had betrayed her?


I wish I had said nothing.


The Malik holds my furled note, fury and fear twin fires in his eyes. The Khatun stands straight-­backed, confident.


“Fataneh jaan, what does this mean?” His wavering voice tells Fataneh that he will believe her denial, for he wants to, more than anything.


“What is this?” She extends her hand. Reluctantly, he drops the quatrain in. A quiet outrage draws over her perfect features. “I cannot believe that you would believe these lies, azizem.”


He lowers his head, ashamed. “I knew it was untrue, but . . .”


Fataneh shreds the note. She takes Shahryar’s hand, rubbing his thumb with her own. “I understand. Jealous people will stir fitnah. And I know who it was—­Shaherazade, daughter of your vizier. An envious, hateful girl. An Oghuz agent. Perhaps her whole family is.”


The Malik’s face tightens with rage. “Then she will be punished!” He summons his mamluks. “Arrest Shaherazade. And if you must, arrest her father and sister as well.”


“Shaherazade!”


The room spins, and I nearly fall off my low bed. Baba stands in the doorway, grim faced. “Gulnar tells me you have been ill.”


“I’m fine, Baba.” I follow him to his desk where he inspects papers, tucking a few beneath his arm.


“Good, good.” He raises his head and I see his weariness. “There’s bad business with the Malik. I will be busy tonight. Try to get better. I shall send for a doctor.”


“What sort of business?”


But I know. What else could it be? My father has faced wars and famine unshaken, but here he is, sentences no more than bites.


His face closes. “Issues with the Khatun. I must go before the Malik acts . . . rashly. Just . . . keep Dunya safe. And yourself.”


Once Baba leaves, I smooth my braids and rise to go to the harem. Since her marriage, it has been Fataneh’s domain, a court within a court, where women incubate power and weave plots. If there is news to be had, I will find it there. As I walk through the citadel, it is awash in whispers—­the chamberlain hissing with a minister, a clerk talking softly with a scribe. A serving boy dodges past me, almost bowling me over.


“O Shaherazade, have you heard anything from your father?” a minister asks, looking up expectantly from his conversation with the chamberlain. I scurry away.


I arrive at the harem’s great wooden doors, which are guarded by two austere eunuchs. Recognizing me, they pull the heavy doors open, revealing a hall tiled in blue and green and thronged with women—­cousins and concubines and courtiers. The hall is warm with their breath and their bodies, despite the spraying fountain and slaves slowly waving fans. I recognize Hanna, a councillor’s daughter, head bent close with other noblewomen. Spotting me, she stretches out her hand.


“I heard that the Malik’s mamluks came to the harem an hour ago,” Hanna says. “To bring the Khatun for questioning.”


I cannot believe it. But here it is: my words, knotted into reality.


“Have you heard anything from your father, Shaherazade Khatun?” The questioner is a young noblewoman whose curls fizz in a dark halo.


“He only said there was trouble with the Khatun. Nothing more.”


“The Malik found a note,” offers a concubine with almond skin and lines around her dark eyes. She sits apart on a peacock silk divan. “Accusing the Khatun of adultery. He went searching for her, this note in his hand.”


I choke. “Is it known who wrote it?”


“No, but it sent the Malik hunting: he looked in all the courtyards and gardens and hidden stairwells and corners. Finally, he found her, entwined with a slave, like a pen dipped in an inkwell, just as the note warned.” At the responding gasps, the concubine preens with the satisfaction of a story well received, but she is not yet finished. “The Malik ran the slave through with his shamshir.”


“And Fataneh Khatun?” My voice is little more than breath.


“She begged for mercy and is now locked in a cell.”
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Dunya and I sit across a checkered shataranj board. She moves her alabaster vizier and my granite chariot scoops her up. It is almost midnight. Baba has not returned, and we have had no word of Fataneh Khatun’s fate. Dunyazade and I are not the only ones awake—­outside, lamps still shine in the town windows, small fires burning.


“What do you think deserves to happen to the Khatun?” Dunya’s fingers, nails shiny and pink, little half-­moons peeking at the beds, dance over the pieces’ heads—­elephant, horse, foot soldier—­before pushing the elephant diagonally.


What deserves to happen to a woman who was so reckless? An adulteress. Who did not stop after being caught once, after being caught twice?


My stomach clenches as I tap one foot soldier and then another and then skip my elephant across the blocks. “Mercy will make him look weak.”


And this is not an empire founded on mercy. Mothers put out their princes’ eyes, sultans poison wives, and atabegs force maliks to spin to their command.


“Will no one speak for her?” Dunya’s horse checks my shah and I cannot move him without placing him in checkmate.


I’m killing her.


But what can I say? The Malik has more than my note: he has the sight, the smell of the Khatun with her lover. He will transpose her sin on every dark corner of the citadel until his last days.


I knock my shah over in surrender, send him clattering to the floor.
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Gulnar is trying to rouse me with a hot glass of tea; my eyes open reluctantly. I still feel the soft edges of my dream.


“Wake up, Shaherazade,” Baba whispers.


“Che?”


“You need to get ready, jaanem.”


What is it? The question emerges a mumble.


“The Malik has decreed that the Khatun will be executed this morning. She demanded that you attend, and the Malik has granted her wish. I could not dissuade him. He would not even grant her a trial. Get Shaherazade ready, Gulnar.”


The door closes and Gulnar, still in her simple cotton sleeping tunic, pours a pitcher of cold water into a ceramic bowl. Washing my face, I feel a chill.


He is doing it.


Gulnar hastily weaves my braids and fastens a misty veil to my hair with a pearl diadem. Wrapping me in a squirrel-­lined overmantle, she binds my gray robe with a deep-crimson sash: dawn gray, bloodred.


“Courage,” Gulnar whispers in Oghuz as I follow Baba.


It seems that the entire citadel—­from clerks to concubines—­waits at the Fire Tower’s base. Baba guides me inside with a hand on my shoulder. Behind us, the murmurs swell as the crowd realizes that I am joining him. We emerge into the cold morning at the tower’s top. Thin white light illuminates the crenellations. I can puzzle out the faint outline of the still-­sleeping city, the Cimmerian luster of desert and mountains at the horizon.


Winds buffet the veil across my eyes, glazing the raised platform and the councillors, administrators, and bureaucrats a gauzy gray. The Malik stands beside the executioner, his hands folded grimly behind his back. I grip Baba’s hand.


The tower door swings open and Fataneh emerges, flanked by two guards. Clad in a white-­and-­silver robe, she holds her chin high. The light of the ascending dawn haloes her hollowed cheeks and shadows the sullen half-­moons under her lashes.


I look for Shahryar to soften, but his gaze is unflickering, unfocused. He does not see her. He refuses to see her. Fataneh’s back stays straight. She is unveiled, and her hair has been swept up to ease the executioner’s work. Her pulse bobs in her throat, a white sail in a white sea.


She stands before the block. Her hands are untied, and she stares above the crowd, into farmland and sky. For a moment, her eyes meet mine and I wish that the floor would open and ricochet me past the stairs, away from her. Then she looks away, as if I am no one at all.


“By Allah, I swear that I have seen you commit adultery.” The Malik repeats the oath four times. “I take upon myself the wrath of the Almighty if I testify falsely. Will you deny it?”


She says nothing.


The air petrifies.


“Then you are guilty of fornication, adultery, and treason,” the Malik intones. “The punishment for these crimes is death.”


I expected some tremor of emotion, some evidence of the love he had borne for Fataneh, but there is no hint that he is destroying his beloved. As if he had never said, Is she not the fairest woman, the kindest, the sweetest, the gentlest in the land?


As if she is nothing to him.


“Kneel,” he commands, cold and flat.


She folds to her knees like a step in a dance. She bows her head, closes her eyes, and waits. The call for morning prayer, the muezzin’s husky proclamation, otherworldly in its power to summon men and women to face their Creator, binds us together, shatters the stillness. I half think that she will beg him to spare her life, send her into exile, remember his love for her. But she remains kneeling, her head bent over hands cupped in prayer.


As the azaan fades, the executioner swings his scimitar. For an infinite second, the steel blends with the low clouds. Despite Baba’s heavy hand on my arm, I cannot look away. The blade slices through her skin and then her flesh. I hear the hard grinding of metal against bone, flinch as the blood sprays, like a fountain in a garden courtyard, and finally gape as the still-­limpid green eyes stare from the basket. Her body crumples over the block, the white-­and-­silver robe crimson with her warm, fresh blood.


I bury my head in Baba’s warm shoulder. I have done this. I wrote four lines and took a woman’s life. I try to remind myself that she was a sinful woman who deserved this end.


Inna lil-­lahi wa inna lahi rajioon, To Allah we belong and unto Him we return.


The Malik’s lips move with the same prayer. He closes his eyes. Opens them. Looks at my father. “And now, Vizier Muhammad!” My blood chills at his cheer. “Let’s begin the search for my new wife!”




Four
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The Malik’s strange new mood pervades the citadel. When I glimpse him, he is sharp and bright and brittle, with a smile wider than ever and eyes that glitter hard.


Two weeks have passed since Fataneh Khatun was toppled.


And the people of Bam? They mourned their Khatun, despite how she was found. They mourned her for her generosity, for the mosques and madrasas she established, for her patronage of musicians and poets and artists. They mourned her despite Shahryar’s rage, draped their homes in black, beat their chests in grief until Shahryar sent soldiers to silence them, to rip crepe from doorframes, to scratch Fataneh’s name from the mosques and madrasas she had held in trust. A poet Fataneh had patronized wrote a quatrain in her honor that circulated among the townspeople.


Two days ago, Shahryar’s soldiers crucified him before a furious crowd.


Fires have been set near the citadel; one burned even in the gardens, crisping roses and hyacinths to ash. Last night, someone set an abandoned shop ablaze, the conflagration erupting into a flaming tower that lit the city a hellish red.


Baba has demurred and promised to comb through Persia and Arabia and India looking for a suitable bride. But the Malik is impatient, and his clerks drew up a list of the men of Kirman who are most in debt and have comely daughters. To these fathers, the Malik offered relief for their debts and the honor of becoming the father of the next Khatun. Fathers with connections at court balked, but the most desperate opened themselves to the Malik’s terms. His clerks visited each house and finally, on this balmy night, they are returning with the woman destined to be the Malik’s next wife.


I lower the hand-­painted cards with which we have been distractedly playing, as the high music of flutes pipes through our window. Dunya’s eyes widen, and our friend Mahperi piles her cards on the table, tapping and sorting until they are evenly aligned. We rush to the window to see what we can in the dim torchlight. A small procession of horses flickers through, and an old palanquin, in a style popular when my mother was wed, bobs on the wide back of a brown horse.


“That must be her,” I whisper.


“What will happen to her?”


Mahperi forces optimism through tight teeth. “Perhaps the Malik will love and cherish her. He is doing a good thing in helping her father meet his debts.”


Neither Dunya nor I respond, and even Mahperi lets the hope die as it leaves her lips. The Malik may love her, it is true. The moon may split in two and fall like a star.
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The bride, Altunjan, has been brought, and now the duty falls to the citadel’s women to surge into the harem and prepare her. Forced merriment stalks the torchlit halls. Musicians play flutes and drums, and although the music is meant to sound joyous, it feels ominous. The girl has no mother; one of Shahryar’s aunts stands guard as the Malik’s concubines, female relations, and noblewomen bind the bride’s hair with jewels, adorn her hands in henna.


Altunjan sits in the center of the harem, arms outstretched, fifteen years old but possessed of utter calm. Even as sweat beads her face, her black eyes remain still. I hold her hand to sweep the wet, green henna paste across her palm, and feel her heart racing.


Gesturing for a maid bearing a silver tray, I take a cool glass of pomegranate nectar and bring it to her lips.


“Mutashakaram.” Her voice is coolly melodious, the kind of voice a storyteller would wish for. The pomegranate stains her mouth red.


“What is your name?”


“Shaherazade, O Khatun.”


The henna we had striven to save smudges between her fingers as her hands tremble. “I am afraid, Shaherazade,” she says softly so that the other women, least of all the Malik’s aunt, cannot hear. “I fear that . . . something will happen to me. Like Fataneh Khatun.”


I wipe the smear from her soft palm and meet her great oryx eyes. Hold them. What can I say to this girl that would be both true and comforting? I feel anger rise at her father who would trade her for dinars, at the Malik who tears a girl from her home, and at all of us who swarm around her like bees but do nothing to guard her against the dark spirit that moves in the Malik. But I say, “You have nothing to fear. Fataneh Khatun was a bad woman. She was proud and foolish. Be kind to him and he will be kind to you.” I smile. I hope. “There. Now, how does the henna look?”


She examines the intricate pattern that blooms like a flower in the center of her palm and climbs like vines over her fingers. “It is beautiful. Mutashakaram.”
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Through the hazy blue of my dream, I feel hands on my body.


I bolt upright. Dunya materializes, perched at the foot of my bed.


I press a palm to my racing heart. “Ay Khoda, Dunya. I thought you were an ifrit.”


“I haven’t been able to sleep.”


Last night rushes back. Altunjan in the harem, her hennaed hand quaking beneath mine. Altunjan, resplendent in an emerald farajiyya, signing her wedding contract beside the Malik. A surprising, shameful envy mushrooming in me. And among the too-­loud guests and frenetic music, the Malik glowing darkly, the farce’s black heart.


“I heard noises. A woman weeping.”


I feel a chill. “A dream, Dunya.” I push open the lattice shutters—­stars still prick through the sky, but light lines the horizon, signaling Bam’s muezzins to wash their hands and feet and climb spiraling minaret steps to call the azaan.


Dunya shakes her head, unconvinced. “Come with me.”


I pull a fur-­lined mantle over my tunic and follow. Baba’s door is closed, his usual snores silent. I try not to think anything of it.


The torches have guttered out in the night, and Dunya and I slink through shadow to the Fire Tower. Unlike the dawn of Fataneh’s execution, no crowd bides.


“See, Dunya? All is well. The Malik would not—­” I struggle. “He would not hurt her.”


Dunya leans her head heavily on my shoulder. “You’re right.”


As we turn back, I hear steps. We squeeze ourselves tighter against the wall, stop our breaths.


A pale Shahryar appears.


No.


He strides from the tower, without looking back.


Then, Baba, his face a storm of grief and anger and fear, and something I have never seen before: powerlessness.


No.


I clutch Dunya, suffocate the scream in my lungs.


The black-­garbed executioner stomps out. Gingerly, he hefts a basket. In the quiet, I can hear a drip-­drip-­drip onto the flagstones. The drops are red, no, they are black, and each strikes like a drum, rings like thunder.


[image: Image]


Did I lead Altunjan to her death, a lamb to slaughter? I had not known the Malik would execute her, sweeping her to the top of the Fire Tower without even the ceremony of the court in attendance. But I comforted her. I should have seen that the Malik was dangerous, that I had twisted open a bottle and let a shaitaan take over his soul. I should have sneaked her from the citadel, into the mountains. Did she curse me as the scimitar whistled toward her neck? Perhaps I did what was best: the Malik would have had his way, and at least Altunjan died in hope.


I knead my stomach. I cannot shake the fear that I have killed not one Khatun of Kirman but two.


It is only hours after Altunjan’s beheading—­only hours since Dunya and I watched the headsman carry away the girl whose hands I held only yesterday. The Malik has already announced his quest for a new bride. The citadel’s halls echo with a dearth of young women. I would wager that if I walked through Bam, I would find marriageable girls being hastily wed or hidden deep in the country.


I wish I could believe that Altunjan was a last violent farewell to Fataneh before the Malik returns to himself.


The sun in the courtyard feels too hot. My diadem clatters to the adobe floor and my veil flutters to a shadowy corner, but I still feel tight. I pull at the neck of my robe until the seams threaten to rip.


I stand at the core of this betrayal and blood. Me and a light-­dappled courtyard. With a sharp pen and fine paper, I have wrought blood and madness.
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The wind catcher whistles and I smell sweet, woody smoke. A low chant, almost musical, vibrates through the air. I cannot discern what is being said. I fly from my bed and open the shutters. My eyes sting. A dark, snaking crowd encircles the Arg-­e-­Bam. The citadel has been set afire!—­but no, it is only the guttering torches held by the crowd in the night. The chants grow louder. Return her! Return her to us!


Tonight’s bride was a girl from Bam, a diqhan girl of the middling landowning class, found by the Malik’s clerks only two weeks after Altunjan’s death. Her name is Shideh, and her night with the Malik is not up. Can she hear this?


“Vizier Muhammad!”


My heart stops. The voice is high. A woman’s. Her mother’s? I try to spot the speaker, but I am too far and the light too low.


“Vizier Muhammad! Vizier Muhammad! You have daughters! Return us ours!”


I run outside my room to Baba and Dunya who stand at the window. He eases his arm from Dunya’s shoulders. “I must go.”


“They know us,” Dunya says after Baba departs.


It is a cold thought.


Baba appears on the ramparts with two mamluks. The throng is thick and angry, as if all of Bam rises to demand Shideh Khatun’s return. Baba has drawn a stately kaftan over his sleeping tunic and the silver spangles spark in the oily light. He holds up a hand, and the crowd falls miraculously silent. “You want your daughter, Shideh Khatun, returned. You say I have daughters and implore me with their names on your lips. For them, and for your own daughter, I will go to the Malik and beg him to return her.”


Jubilant cries fill the night, but even in the twisting shadow, I can tell Baba is not optimistic. 


Dunya voices the fear that twinges in my chest: “Do you think it is dangerous for Baba to intervene?”


I lean on the window ledge. “Baba is a good man. He must do as a good man does. And . . . and by doing so, he tells the people of Bam that they have an ally. He is giving them hope.”


“And if he fails to deliver?”


I sigh. “I don’t know.”


Baba has returned to the ramparts. I calculate—­he has not had enough time to reach the Malik’s chambers. Dunya and I grasp hands and suddenly the ramparts are bright, as though a hundred stars twinkle on the walls. The Malik strides forth and pushes forward a woman—­Shideh Khatun, who wears pearls in her black hair and bridal robes of gold. She trips against the train but catches her balance with outstretched arms.


“Is she crying?” Dunya asks, and I think I see the sheen of tears on the Khatun’s cheeks. I cannot bear the desperation in her mother’s face, the fear in Shideh Khatun’s. What did her mother do when she learned that her husband had sold Shideh’s life to pay his debts? I draw a sharp breath. In her place, I would have murdered him.


“Take her,” the Malik announces. “I am not a monster.”


I feel a swell of relief. He remembers himself. The madness is over, and he is once again the kind and kingly Malik of my childhood.


But then he continues.


“Take her tonight. But these mamluks will come with her and they will return her in the morning, for I am the Malik and she is my wife and I may do with her as I please.” He kisses her cheeks and pushes her again, gently this time, toward the steps. A cloud of mamluks follows as she descends into her mother’s arms. The townspeople do not cheer their victory, but they retreat and douse their torches, leaving the ramparts dark once more.


But I lie awake until night deepens into dawn and the earliest rising birds begin their song, unable to erase the sight of Shideh Khatun’s terrified face, the warm, trusting feel of Altunjan’s hands between mine, the memory of writing the note revealing Fataneh Khatun’s sins, and my satisfaction at successfully slipping it beneath the Malik’s door under the cover of a story. Two—­perhaps three—­women are murdered because of me. How many more unless the Malik is stopped?




Five
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Shideh fled into the countryside, guarded by her two brothers. The Malik’s mamluks captured them, imprisoned her brothers, and returned to the Malik his recalcitrant bride. But townspeople, armed with stones and knives, confronted the soldiers bringing Shideh back. The soldiers killed two citizens outright and, at the Malik’s order, strung them up to fester on the walls. Shideh was executed the next day. I did not attend, but the wailing from the town rose to my room. That night, more of Bam burned.


As Bam burned, I plotted.


Tonight, servants lay a pilau of rice baked with meat, kofteh, fried fish, juices of pomegranate and citrus sprinkled with saffron, fruits chilled on ice, and honey-­sweet halva onto the brocade tablecloth in our wing. At my gesture, they retreat, leaving my family to dine in private with Ishaq and his daughter, Hanna. Ishaq is one of the Malik’s most-­favored councillors, a Jew, and my father’s closest friend.


Bald pate gleaming, Ishaq reaches for the plate of fried fish I push before him. “Now, Muhammad, you know this is my favorite; and the halva! The kofteh! Am I being bribed? Is this politics or friendship?”


“He has barely eaten in the last few weeks,” Hanna whispers to me. I notice the dark circles under Ishaq’s jovial eyes.


“My friend, the invitation was not mine but Shaherazade’s. You will have to ask her,” Baba says with a smile.


“Well, Shaherazade jaan, which is it?”


I bite my lip. But I don’t want to seem an uncertain girl. My mouth firms. “Politics.”


Chuckling, Ishaq claps his hands in anticipation. He turns to my father. “O Abu Shaherazade, what is brewing in your daughter’s mind?”


Baba gives me a sharp look. “The politics, like the invitation, are entirely hers.”


“Go on.”


I straighten. Take a breath and recite my prepared speech. “How long will the Malik be able to rule if he continues to behead new brides? He has already taken two. Each time he beheads a bride, Bam revolts. On warm days, we can smell the crucified corpses on the walls.


“Sultan Toghrul cannot help the Malik. He fights the Khwarezmids and his own atabeg for his freedom. And if the Khwarezmids or Oghuz hear of the unrest in Bam, they will pluck it as easily as a cherry. Another Seljuk ruler eating himself alive. Will the town stand with him? How long before his soldiers, tired of fighting their own neighbors, mutiny?”


Ishaq gathers a piece of fish, the meat white and flaky at the edges, with his fingers. “What do you propose?”


I draw courage from the serious way Ishaq regards me. “To stop the revolts, the Malik must stop beheading brides. To stop beheading brides, the Malik must stop marrying. To stop marrying, he must either remain unwed or remain married to one woman.”


“Good thing the Malik has never been one for polygyny,” Dunya whispers to Hanna.


“Both your father and I have attempted to persuade the Malik to those ends. He has failed to be convinced.”


“It is easy to say what should be done,” Baba adds, “and difficult to make sure it is.”


Stung, I reply, “You failed to include the Malik’s brides in your machinations. He wed girls who could not resist him.”


“Those women were entirely in the Malik’s power,” Hanna says. “You cannot blame them.”


“I don’t, but a girl with support, who can maneuver—­and plan—­could break the Malik’s cycle. She may even be able to bring the Malik back to himself.”


“And who will be the bride to do this?” Ishaq asks.


Dunya squeezes my hand.


“Me.”


“Shaherazade!” Baba exclaims. “This foolishness has gone on long enough.” His voice softens. “I understand the desire to act—­these are dark times—­and it is brave and honorable of you, but this is madness.”


“Baba, who better than me? I am not a young girl who has never left the countryside. I grew up in the Arg-­e-­Bam. You are not some debtor with no influence over the Malik—­you are his most trusted vizier. We are not a family with no friends. I know Amu Ishaq will aid us, will you not?”


Ishaq pales. “Shaherazade jaan, I am always your servant, but . . . but you don’t understand what you are risking. Even if you have support, what is your plan?”


I draw a breath. “I will tell him tales.” I swig from the saffron-­laced quince sharbat. Ice chips burn against my teeth.


No one speaks.


“On my wedding night, I will begin a story, but cut it off at dawn. I will tell him that the resolution will have to come the next night. So I will continue, night after night, wrapping him in tale after tale, until curiosity lulls his bloodlust, until stories of honor and goodness and bravery return to him his humanity.”


“What if he demands that you finish the tale right then?” says Baba. “Or if the tale fails to catch his interest?”


Yes, what then? What happens if I am not as talented as I had hoped, if the guardsmen’s interest in my tale was a fluke, my father and sister’s praises a product of love? The blind bravado sheltering my scheme begins to slip.


“We turn a few of the Malik’s servants our way,” Ishaq offers. “Should it appear that Shaherazade’s stories are not catching the Malik, we can smuggle her out.”


“We would all have to leave,” Baba says.


“How can you still continue to advise the Malik, Baba?” Dunya asks.


Baba sighs heavily. “You girls don’t understand. I have cared for him since he was a boy. He is as a son to me. If I did not love him, I would have left him after he killed Altunjan.”


“Don’t you miss the man he was, Baba?” I say.


“With all my heart.”


“Then give me this chance. We will not rush into it. We can decide on the kind of tales the Malik will enjoy. Amu Ishaq can make arrangements for our escape, if that time comes. I am not a martyr, Baba. But I must try.”


“The allegiances of servants can change,” Dunya says.


Dunya! I punch her knee beneath the low table.


“Yes, what happens then?” Baba sounds relieved, shaken of temptation. “What happens if the servants fail to do their duty?”


Dunya returns the punch on my knee. “Servants may prove disloyal, but I could attend Shaherazade. I could help prompt her storytelling, and if the Malik were displeased I could slip away and inform you.”


My little sister, my protector.


Baba buries his face in his hands. “Instead of one daughter, you suggest I send two?”


“Who better to protect one of us than the other?” Dunya says.


“You two are all I have in this world.”


My chest tightens, and I reach for his hand. Dunya grasps his other. One imagines bureaucrats with hands soft from soft living, but Baba’s hands are firm with work. I don’t think he has had a full day of rest since he was a small child.


“Baba, I will be safe. You and Amu Ishaq will keep Dunya and me safe. I vow to you, by Allah, I will not die at the Malik’s hand.”


My father lets me read the displeasure, grief, and fear carved into his fine wrinkles. Lets me see how old this conversation has made him.


“I will think on it. I can promise no more.”
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Two days ago, at the top of the Fire Tower, the Malik executed a third new bride named Inanj. The night before, Inanj had sobbed through her wedding as her guests stood silent. The Malik did not spare his weeping wife a glance. The afternoon of Inanj’s execution, townspeople clashed again with soldiers, leaving injured on both sides.


The longer Baba stalls, the more my resolve slips. Perhaps that is what Baba wants. But I refuse to be lulled into forgetting that I took the first step toward this destruction. And I can imagine how it will be if I spin the Malik’s soul out of occultation: his kindness and good humor unearthed and shining once more through the citadel, his fingers surreptitiously sweeping over my neck, sending charges down my spine, our eyes so full of love that we drown those around us with it.
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