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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.


  One might have expected him to swear off marriage after the first wife’s infidelity, 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.


  On the thousand and first night of her marriage 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 those her husband had married and murdered in revenge for that first wife’s infidelity, 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 had decided Dinazade 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 because his brother was a weak man, inclined to follow where the king led, whether in 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. Scheherezade did not look except to confirm that the table nearest the couch was the carved elephant her father had given her. One of its tusks was detachable, hiding a knife.
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