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A girl of my age was to be like the dawn.


Blooming and bright, at sixteen I was supposed to be at a beginning, looking with hopeful impatience toward my future—marriage and motherhood and the warmth of a home.


But not me.


Ruined, my parents told me, again and again. So young, and your life is already over.


When my father and mother said I was ruined, I knew that what they really meant was polluted, or poisoned. I was a disappointment through and through—a sickly animal that must be cast out for the sake of the herd, a dead branch to be pruned.


In their desperation to be rid of me, they sent me away to work in the emperor’s court, and my very first day in the palace was an execution day. I couldn’t help but see it as a bad omen, further proof of my parents’ conviction that I was a blight who would always sour her surroundings. That day I was busy, with many tasks to distract me from my dark thoughts. I had spent the morning in the palace with the other servants, preparing the emperor’s daughter, Mariama Keita, for the day’s events by plaiting her hair into a dozen waist-length braids, darkening her lips with red ochre, and tracing her eyelids with kohl.


Upon the princess’s cheeks and forehead, we dabbed small quantities of date oil.


“For the improvement of Her Highness’s skin,” explained Penda, another chambermaid. Then we dressed her in a wrapper of indigo brocade and fastened a series of carnelian bracelets around her wrists.


You are going to be different here, I reminded myself as we worked. Braver. Bolder. The sort of person willing to bend the rules to get what she wants.


All my life, I had obediently done whatever my parents asked of me, hoping to one day make them proud. For all my sixteen years, I had been timid and compliant and eager to please. But that had never earned me my parents’ love. I was never their favored daughter—that privilege had always belonged to my older sister, Haddy.


I couldn’t deny the prickles of envy that accompanied growing up alongside a sibling who moved so easily through life, her good looks and quick wits never failing to make our parents shine with pride. Although Haddy was more outspoken and less obedient than a daughter should be, her natural charm endeared her to them far more than my obedience ever had. But hidden beneath the surface of my sister’s charm was a duplicitous streak, a talent for deceit.


She could lie better than anyone I knew.


And it was one of her falsehoods that had been my undoing, that had plucked me from the comfort of our parents’ house.


In my old life, I’d had a maid of my own to dress me and bathe me. Now I tried my best not to think of it as a degradation and to ignore the flashes of humiliation that passed through me as I worked. Just last month, I was Aminata Aqit, the youngest daughter of one of the most successful salt merchants in the empire. I had been poised to marry into nobility—to a boy I loved. But that was all over now, and every task I performed that morning felt like a punishment.


A serving girl should always maintain a pleasant expression for the benefit of her employer, but I felt myself scowling with indignation instead. Luckily Princess Mariama was far too distraught to take notice. Slow, silent tears slid down her face as we draped her wrapper and pinned up her braids with gold-and-ivory hair ornaments, revealing the slender curve of her neck. Penda held the princess’s hand in comfort until she ceased her weeping.


When the princess crossed over to the windows to watch the crowd of spectators gathering in the market below, Jeneba, the third chambermaid, rolled her eyes. “After ninety-eight executions, it’s a wonder that she still weeps at all,” she whispered, her neat dark braids catching a golden triangle of late morning sunlight.


Even with her permanent smirk, Jeneba was a striking girl, with wide-set eyes, full lips, and a small and pointed chin. If she had been highborn, she might have had several eager suitors of her own. But she was only a servant, just like all the others. Just like me.


“Jen, for shame!” Penda gasped. “What if she hears you?”


Both girls turned to me expectantly, perhaps thinking I would join in their game of gently ridiculing the princess. I had met her personal attendants only that morning, but it was already clear that there was a pecking order among them. Irreverent Jeneba was the leader, while Penda, her sweet-natured friend, followed in her footsteps. An earlier me would have joked along with Jeneba, submitting to her authority just as I had always bent to the will of my parents. But I was determined to leave that person behind, and so I said nothing.


Then came a messenger to announce that it was noon, time for the three of us to escort the princess to the market square for the execution.


Upon his only daughter’s thirteenth birthday, Emperor Suleyman had issued a decree that any prince or nobleman who could pass his Trials would be permitted to marry her—while all who failed were killed. The emperor had distributed his terms to every corner of the empire in hundreds of identical scrolls:


Venture into the desert for three nights with three of my best horsemen. On the third evening, you shall come across a grove of date palms with bark as blue as a summer sky. Split the largest tree with an ax, and you will see that its wood is dark red, like blood. Return to my palace, present me with three planks of this wood, and I will permit you to wed my daughter. But if you fail this first Trial, if my horsemen bring you back to the palace empty-handed, you must attempt a second Trial—a bath in boiling water. The suitor who leaves the bath with air still in his lungs and blood still in his veins may marry the princess.


The Trials seemed impossible. But that had not prevented suitors from far across the empire, even distant cities such as Mopti or Niani or Yoff by the sea, from traveling to the emperor’s palace to try to win his daughter’s hand.


All had failed. Of course they had.


To my knowledge, trees of sky-blue bark and bloodred wood did not exist. And even if such a specimen could be found within the vastness of the northern desert, I doubted a nobleman would be the first to discover it. My father always said that while Mali’s noblemen were skilled in diplomacy and military strategy, in drawing elegant calligraphy and mapping the stars, their desert survival skills were often lacking.


It was the merchant class that knew how to carve careful paths through the Sahara on camels laden with salt, gold, kola nuts, and richly woven fabrics. Merchants knew to travel only at night, when the desert was cool and more easily navigable, but the noble suitors always set off on their journeys in the stifling heat of midmorning, doggedly determined and sweating. So when each man inevitably failed his first Trial, never finding that elusive blue grove in the dunes, the emperor’s men would force him back into the city to be boiled to death before a crowd of spectators.


As a handmaiden to the emperor’s daughter, it was now my responsibility to accompany her onto the executioner’s platform, along with the rest of the imperial procession: the emperor, his advisers, and his three surviving wives.


I was dreading it. I had been compelled to attend executions before—and hated every moment of them—and I couldn’t think of anything worse than being on the platform while it happened.


All morning the sky had been clear, but now the day was growing overcast. Thin white clouds gathered over the city, weakening our shadows as we climbed the steep stairs to the suitor’s kettle. Morbid, but the name did fit: it was a white clay kettle the size of a man, and it sat upon a white stone platform high above the market square. Although I had witnessed many suitors die within it, I had never before been so close.


I had always been grateful to stand at the edge of the crowd with my mother and father and Haddy—a wave of bitterness swept through me—where the dense throngs of people created a living barrier separating us from the slaughter. In those moments, I used to struggle with feelings of revulsion and unease that lingered long after the execution had passed. It always felt strange to walk back home toward the merchants’ district with my parents and their friends, who would converse gaily among themselves and seem altogether unmoved by the events that had horrified me. I could never understand their indifference.


I forced myself to continue up the stairs. When we finally reached the platform, I looked out and wondered if I would glimpse my family in the crowd. At this height, I could see the flat white rooftops of Timbuktu scattered below me like rice upon a dark table. I turned my gaze to the river, bright as molten metal in the partial sunlight, with trading canoes flitting across it like moths. I could almost hear the fishermen’s oars slapping its waters.


Then I looked east, toward the universities. Scholars hurried down the main promenade, hugging pale scrolls to their chests. From my vantage point upon the platform, they all looked so small, like ants. Was Kader among them? I finally permitted myself to think of him, something I had been trying to avoid of late. The same questions had plagued me every day of our monthlong separation: Does he miss me? Is he thinking of me? Have I been forgotten?


Next to me, Princess Mariama, who had climbed the stairs nervously with her soft, fragile gaze darting around her, bowed gracefully to the emperor. “Good afternoon, Father,” she said smoothly.


The words seemed to change her. She was no longer the sensitive girl of seventeen whose tears had flowed easily in her own chamber; she had transformed into something flat and flinty and devoid of feeling. Now she was the emperor’s daughter I was accustomed to seeing at feasts and festivals and other public appearances, the girl whose cold, practiced composure never faltered.


Emperor Suleyman smiled distractedly in return. “Mariama, you look well.”


The princess straightened and beckoned for me to join her at the edge of the platform. I obeyed and passed even closer by the water-filled kettle and the condemned man who stood inside it. I wish I could say I remembered his name, but the princess had so many suitors that they blurred together in my mind. Mariama was the richest prospective bride in the empire—perhaps in the entire world—and so it was only natural that many suitors desired her hand. But they rarely mentioned her father’s gold before their dying moments. They preferred to speak of true love.


“Princess,” said the suitor to Mariama, his voice unsteady, “your eyes are like pools of dark water, and your skin shines like polished gold in the midday sun. You are the loveliest creature I have ever seen.”


I heard Mariama make a choked sound, something like a sob. For one brief moment, her mask of regal indifference slipped, and she looked as though she might burst into tears before the entire imperial court and an audience of market-going commoners. Just as quickly, she was all serenity again, her true self pushed down deep.


I marked her rigid posture, her quick and shallow breathing. Standing beside me on the platform, the princess looked equal parts graceful and miserable. People had to say she was beautiful because she was the emperor’s daughter, but I suspected they would have said the same even if she were a nobody. Mariama’s was a quiet beauty: her full lips guarded a narrow mouth, her dark skin was smooth as still water, and her cheekbones were high and wide, like the face of the moon. I felt a jump in my throat when her eyes, very briefly, met mine. The contact lasted only a few short moments and then she returned her gaze to the crowd, which rippled with murmurs and insults and rude little jokes, as it always did. The more I watched her, the more I pitied her. She never asked for this, I thought.


“Please, Your Imperial Majesty, if you have any kindness in your heart, any generosity, you will pardon me,” pleaded the suitor, turning from Mariama to her father. The water he stood in made a low sloshing sound with his movement. “Let me go and I promise I will leave the city at once. I will relinquish all of my belongings to your treasury. I will give you my land, my weapons, my gold—only please do not let me die.”


I cringed at the crowd’s bursts of laughter. Emperor Suleyman chuckled along with them, his gaze pitiless. His eyes were as flat as if they had been carved into stone.


I hated it when the suitors begged for their lives.


Not for the first time, I felt a surge of anger as I contemplated why we allowed the emperor to do this to so many young men. Of course, I knew I should never criticize the Trials aloud. Songhai merchant families were supposed to be imperial loyalists, and mine was no exception. Ever since the late emperor Musa had peacefully annexed our city, Mali’s emperors had protected our trading boats and caravans from thieves. In return, we paid our taxes on time and never spoke ill of the emperor’s decisions. And Mali’s noblemen were often willing to marry commoner girls like myself, provided we brought with us a sizable dowry. My parents had already secured such a match for my sister. She was now called Lady Hadiza and lived with her Malinke husband in an opulent house in the nobles’ quarter, enjoying frequent visits to the palace for festivals and feasts.


Envy and frustration gnawed at me. I, too, was meant to have wedded into the nobility. I should be married by now, a noblewoman instead of an unwed servant. I should have been my parents’ pride instead of their shame.


Haddy had ruined my one chance at happiness, and I would never forgive her for as long as I lived.


A sharp slapping sound interrupted my thoughts. I looked up to watch the emperor bring his hands together high above his head and clap ten times. At this signal, a foot soldier lit the kerosene-soaked planks beneath the kettle, which promptly erupted into flames.


I looked away as my body broke out in a thick sweat, the delicate skin of my face smarting from the heat.


I longed to be anywhere else.


I focused my attention instead on the wisps of steam rising above the kettle and over the market. The gentle noon wind lifted the smoke toward the tall white arches of the imperial palace. As the pained cries of Mariama’s suitor grew louder, I pretended that I was floating away over the city. I hovered like a hawk above it all, climbing through the sky until I reached the kingdom of Nyori, god of the clouds.


The suitor’s screams lasted four minutes, perhaps five—and then stopped. The crowd grew bored soon after, chatting idly among themselves as his corpse boiled. It was all so terrible that I had sometimes successfully convinced my parents to let me stay home from it entirely. I did not know how Mariama had borne it so many times over.


The smell wafting over from the kettle was truly awful, but when I pinched my nose to keep from vomiting, Jeneba shoved me. “That’s not the way,” she whispered, her lovely face taunting.


The old me would have apologized and dropped her hands obligingly to her sides—but she was a tiresomely obedient girl. So I shoved Jeneba right back. Not hard enough to cause injury, but with just enough force to show her that I would not tolerate bullies.


Jeneba gasped just as my nostrils filled with a scent like leather tanning over a flame. It flooded my senses with the metallic stench of coagulated blood. My stomach lurched and I plugged my nose again. I tried to distract myself from my nausea by scanning the crowd for faces I recognized. I tensed when I noticed a group of merchant-caste girls I had known since infancy, huddled together at the front of the crowd.


And then I spotted my mother. She was standing with my father in the crowd. For a brief moment, we locked eyes, and I felt a painful, familiar rush of abandonment when she looked away, gazing pointedly in the opposite direction.


My father did not avert his gaze. His cold, precise stare pierced my skin as only he could. Father could take the measure of me and find me wanting without saying a single word. While Haddy and I were growing up, he had told us often that he’d have preferred sons over daughters. He’d said that if we had to have been born girls, we should at least do him the courtesy of being marriageable—skilled in languages, pleasing in appearance, and competent at the loom and other womanly arts. Haddy was always the better student in these endeavors. She was also the family beauty. We both were short and slight, with tightly coiled black hair and deep bronze complexions—but everyone remarked that Haddy’s features were more harmonious than mine, her figure comelier. The skin of her face was always smooth and clear, whereas my cheeks and forehead were often dotted with pimples that my mother treated with tonics of sour milk.


My own father is ashamed of me, I thought as I watched him. I was never good enough for him, and now that I have fallen, he wishes I were not his daughter at all. I turned away, my throat prickling with self-loathing, when something else caught my eye. A group of nobles in blue were standing together at the center of the audience. The lords restlessly gripped the hilts of their daggers and the ladies fidgeted with their necklaces of heavy gold.


And Haddy was among them.


She looked guiltily up at me, a silent plea on her pursed lips. I had not seen my sister in more than a month, and my hands curled into fists at my sides as I noticed the amber glimmer of our mother’s wedding beads at her neck. Anger rose like bile in my throat. I would never enjoy the grand wedding I had dreamed of ever since I was a little girl. Haddy had stolen that from me, too. She was the reason Kader and I could not be together, why I was now serving in a dangerous imperial court instead of married to the kind and thoughtful boy I loved.


Watching Haddy now in the crowd, I could hardly believe that there was once a time when the two of us were the best of friends. As children, we had done everything together, from splashing in the rice paddies along the riverbank to searching for jinn in abandoned houses to braiding acacia flowers into each other’s hair.


Bitter tears sprang to my eyes. I wiped them away with the back of my hand—just as Haddy’s husband wrapped an arm about her waist. I felt a twinge of satisfaction when she flinched. It gratified me to remember that my sister was miserable, too.


I looked away and passed my eyes over the crowd until, finally, I spotted Kader.


The sound and heat of the fire and rumblings of the crowd all fell away. I heard nothing, felt nothing, save for the pounding of my heart and my own rapid breathing. There was my love, standing so close to the platform that he must have elbowed his way to the front of the crowd so he could look upon my face.


The sight of him made me feel lightheaded. He was my only friend in the entire world. We had been apart for just a month, but he already looked different. He was taller, all flat planes and sharp angles, with new creases in his forehead that made him look older. For one dreadful moment, I wondered if he was still on my side. What if his father had managed to turn him against me?


Then—


“I love you,” he mouthed.


Relief flooded my senses as I whispered back, “I love you.”


Kader believed me. He still cared about me, a month after we’d been torn apart. Although his face remained drawn, his eyes tragic, he smiled up at me and pointed across the river. Our love story was not over, as I had feared.


Perhaps it was only just beginning.
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We met half an hour later at our favorite spot along the riverbank, where the reeds were lush and thick enough to conceal us from strangers. Visiting Kader on my very first day in service to the princess meant I was not only risking my job and position but also disobeying my parents’ orders never to see or speak with him ever again. But sighting him in the crowd had only increased my determination to feel his hands in mine.


After the executioner had carried the suitor’s body away for burial, Penda, Jeneba, and I followed the princess down the white stone staircase and into the market below. Guards parted the crowd to allow us safe passage back to the palace. I prayed that Mariama and the others wouldn’t notice as I slipped away into the vast throng, pushing through a thicket of arms and legs until I was out of sight. Although I had already resolved to see Kader at any cost, my body prickled with anxious energy.


I had never been the rebellious sort, and disobedience was not in my nature. But if my recent fall from grace had taught me anything, it was that I could not depend on anyone but myself. And after losing everything—my reputation, my inheritance, and my future—didn’t I deserve to seize any crumbs of happiness within my reach? The crowd was dense, my progress was slow, and my stomach flipped with nervous anticipation with every step, but I forced myself to not turn back.


I hastened my pace as I crossed the bridge over into the fishing district. Here, the wide streets were lined with date palms, their leaves like thin green jewels against the milky sky. Although the market had been very crowded, I saw few people on this side of the river, save for servants running afternoon errands and the occasional pair of fishwives carrying barrels of entrails. Upon the waterfront, Songhai fishermen in wooden dugout canoes worked three or four to a boat, one at the oars as the others plunged their billowing nets into the waves.


My chest felt tight as I scrambled along the bank, stopping quickly to remove my sandals before I slid across the muddy beach into a secluded circle of reeds. Kader and I had chosen it as our meeting spot long ago, during our betrothal. It was considered improper for unmarried couples to spend time together unchaperoned, but we had not been worried about getting caught. Everyone in our parents’ circles who might have seen us and gossiped avoided the fishing district, just as they avoided the blacksmiths’ quarter, the tanneries, and every other part of the city inhabited by lower-caste workingmen. Here, Kader and I knew we could speak freely, unheard except by the industrious fishermen, who were too busy filling their nets with wriggling catfish and Nile perch to pay us any notice.


My heart leapt when I found him waiting for me where the tall reeds bobbed in the wind like courtiers bowing to a king. I drank him in breathlessly, savoring the sight of him, the smiling twist of his mouth. He looked like a king himself, darkly regal in an indigo thobe shirt and black linen trousers. Usually, noblemen half covered their faces with tagelmust scarves, but today he had left his scarf carelessly untied, revealing his long neck.


I ran to him and cried, “Kader!”


His lips parted in a broad smile when he saw me approach. He glanced around the riverbank to make sure we were alone and drew me to him. I buried my face in his chest, inhaling the familiar scent of him: soap, dried dates from his pockets, and castor oil from the lamps he used to study past sundown.


His kiss, when it came, was gentle as the breeze that tousled the stems at our feet.


I had missed him more than I realized. I smiled up at him wordlessly as we parted, feeling a little embarrassed that one kiss could make me dizzy with delight. Kader Bagayogo was the youngest son of a prominent Malinke nobleman who had been known in his youth as one of the deadliest swordsmen in the empire. All three of Kader’s older brothers were military men, athletic like their father. They always seemed to be in motion, sparring with the other young officers or hunting wild animals for sport. I liked that Kader was nothing like his brothers. A student at Sankoré University, he preferred books to swords, wrote poetry in three languages, and could debate matters of law and theology like a marabout.


Other fathers might have been proud of a scholarly son, but Kader’s father cared little for academic achievements. He thought him a weakling, a disappointment in the sparring pit and the hunting field, and an embarrassment next to his brothers. But that was how he and I found our commonality. We were both youngest siblings overlooked by our parents, and we bonded over this in the early days of our childhood betrothal, one that was first conceived as a business arrangement to enrich our families but eventually led to affection and, finally, love. As our devotion to each other grew, I became Kader’s escape from his demanding family—especially his father—and in turn, he became mine.


He grinned down at me. “You grow lovelier each time I see you. I did not think it was possible—”


I interrupted him with another embrace. It was a proper kiss this time, the sort we had shared when we were still betrothed, before our families separated us. I felt so lucky to finally be back in his arms.


After, I watched as he rifled through the leather pouch at his waist and retrieved a stunning set of bird-shaped silver filigree earrings. “I had these made for you as a wedding gift. I tried many times to deliver them in person, but your father always turned me away at your door. He never let me see you.” Then he pressed the earrings into my open palm.


My face grew hot. It did not surprise me that my father had not permitted Kader to enter our house, nor was it unusual that he had never told me about the visits. Father was furious with me and he wanted me to suffer.


But we were together now.


“How beautiful,” I breathed, holding the earrings to a ray of sunlight that burned through the wool of the clouds. They were small and delicate, crafted by a skilled silversmith—Timbuktu produced some of the best silver jewelry in the world.


“What sort of birds are they?” I asked coyly, already knowing the answer.


“Fire finches, of course.”


He had always said I reminded him of the small red birds. My fire finch, he called me, because I was small and quick and on most days reddened my lips.


“I will wear them every day,” I promised, looking up at him.


“You cannot know how much I have wanted to see you,” he said. His easy smile made me feel as though anything were possible. “I saw you up on the platform and I could not believe you were real. You have been such a constant fixture in my daydreams that at first I thought I had imagined you.”


“Perhaps you have,” I told him. I had missed him dearly, the boy who had once brought me a string of blue beads and told me they were the river goddess’s tears.


His smile faltered. “But what were you doing up there with the emperor’s daughter?”


“I work for her now,” I said with a grimace.


“Ah.” He traced a slow thumb along my temple, as if deciding what to say next. “Was that your parents’ doing?”


I nodded. “Father and Mother have disinherited me.” The word disinherited sat heavily on my tongue. Had I really lost so much, so quickly? It still felt like a trick. “Of course, Haddy will keep her inheritance.”


“Oh.” He sounded sorry for me.


“She should be the one wearing this, not me,” I cried, gesturing at my maid’s wrapper. A rush of resentment swept through me like a strong wind. “She should be the one to lose her inheritance. Instead, she gets to attend royal banquets and braid jewels into her hair!”


Kader frowned with concern. “Her husband is known throughout court as a foolish drunk. And she has two senior co-wives bossing her about day and night. Girls in such situations have been known to die from exhaustion.”


“Have you forgotten what Haddy did to us?” I asked more sharply than I had intended. I wanted to tell him not to pity the girl who had ruined our future together. Usually, I admired Kader’s compassionate nature, but when it came to Haddy, I needed him to be firmly on my side.


“I have not forgotten.”


“And will your father arrange for you to marry another?” I tried to keep my voice even, but I could hear the jealousy creeping through.


There was a silence. For a long moment, I worried that I had guessed correctly.


But then Kader whispered, “How could I?” His voice grew thick with emotion. “I have thought of you every hour of every day for the past month. Father wants me to find another wife. He invites a different highborn maiden to dine with us once a week, and he always asks afterward if I would like to get to know the girl better. But I always say no—because of you.”


His words brought tears to my eyes. I tried to wipe them away but still more came. “Oh,” I said.


Kader drew me close and kissed my forehead. “We should run away,” he said suddenly. I could feel his heartbeat against my chin, quick as a drum.


“You cannot be serious,” I said, blinking up at him.


“I most certainly am.” His voice rose with excitement. “We could leave this evening and stow away on a trading boat to the tropics! You would have to dress as an oarsman at first, but once we pass Niamey—”


“That would never work,” I said impatiently. I could already see the cracks in his plan. “Say we managed to escape tonight undetected and your father didn’t send anyone after us. Say we got as far as the river delta and the kingdom of Benin. Then what? What would we eat?”


He paused, considering. “I could hunt for you,” he said finally, tangling his fingers in my curls. “I could fish.”


I sighed. “My love, you know you cannot hunt for your supper any more than I can. And then there is the problem of where we might live,” I added with the shrewd practicality of a merchant’s daughter. “And how shall we find housing?”


“We would find work,” he said stubbornly. “You could weave textiles for markets, and I could make my living as a scribe, or perhaps . . .” He trailed off, his eyes clouding over. I knew he had realized the impossibility.


Something occurred to me then. “It might not work for us to leave tonight,” I said, my thoughts leaping fast as hares. “But in one year’s time, I should have enough money saved from my position at court for us to flee the empire and start a new life. A life where our parents cannot touch us.”


“I will help,” Kader offered brightly. “I will tutor at university and charge fees. The other students are always asking me for help. And then we can finally build our little house by the sea,” he told me, brushing away the last of my tears with his thumb.


We exchanged smiles. When I closed my eyes, I could see it: a little clay house with a domed roof, nestled between cliffs of sandstone. Below our house, on a distant beach, I imagined a brood of plump children with Kader’s kind eyes, splashing and shouting in the waves.


I couldn’t wait to raise my future children with the kindness missing from my own childhood. That my parents’ love for me had often felt conditional and transactional was one of the reasons why I so badly wanted to start a family of my own.


“It is settled,” I told him. “We will save our wages. I will tuck away every single cowrie I earn working for the emperor’s daughter, and you will do the same with your tutoring fees. And next year, you will come to me in the palace in the dead of night. . . .”


“And I will tell you to run and we will never look back.” He broke out in a smile that could put the sun to shame.


I felt better just hearing him say the words aloud. Our dream of the house by the sea seemed distant but not impossible. An hour ago, the world was lonely and chaotic, but now we had a plan.


This was not goodbye—far from it. Kader and I would be together again.


“You seem different,” he told me, still smiling widely.


That is my intent, to be changed, I thought. “Do not try to visit me in the palace before then,” I warned him. “It is too dangerous. My father—”


“I know what your father will do,” he said darkly.


I remembered Father’s rages, his flares of anger and bursts of criticism when his daughters performed anything less than perfection. “Soon, none of that will matter,” I told him. “Soon, God willing, we will never have to see our parents again.”


He kissed me. “God willing.”


I sighed into him, feeling cautiously hopeful and more than a little astonished that he was willing to sacrifice so much for me. By running away, Kader would lose the many luxuries of his life here in Timbuktu. He would give up his title, his standing at university, his inherited lands and fortune—all because he loved me. It was shocking and impractical and undeniably romantic, a gesture as gallant as those of any of the heroes in my nurse’s stories.


The nurse who helped with Haddy and me when we were children was usually unsmiling and serious, especially in our mother’s presence. But she came alive at night, spinning tales for us about gods and monsters and heroes, about beautiful maidens and wicked sorcerers and tricky jinn. My favorites followed heroes who loved fiercely and would do anything to protect heroines from harm.


The distant blurry shape of a hippopotamus reminded me of the story my nurse told often, in which the hero slaughters a chimera. The strange beast was composed of monstrous parts—a great gray body like a hippopotamus, the fangs of a serpent, talons, and tails. For years, it had been attacking farmers working in their fields, but it was taller than the tallest trees and even the sharpest arrows could not pierce its skin. Yet the clever hero charged forward, his bravery shining like a beacon in the darkness. The clash of steel against scales echoed through the valley, a symphony of chaos and courage. When my nurse told this story and others like it, I always imagined myself as the girl the hero loved well enough to risk his life for. I hoped that one day I, too, would find someone who loved me so ardently that he would think nothing of battling a monster for my sake.


A warm shower began to fall, and then a crack of thunder and heavier rain forced us beneath a thicket of doom palms. Kader and I held hands, watching the last rain of the season sifting into the river.


“Promise me you will be careful, Amie,” Kader murmured against my hair. “Emperor Suleyman’s court is a treacherous place.” He followed my gaze to the highest tower of the palace, the apartments of Princess Mariama. In the sun the towers glinted white as teeth.
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Parting with Kader felt like losing a part of myself, but I had to return to the palace before the princess noticed my absence. It had been an enormous risk to shirk my responsibilities on my very first day at court. I did not like to think how my parents would react if I returned to them tonight, jobless. I imagined the veins in my father’s forehead bulging with fury, the lines of disappointment around my mother’s eyes.


I felt as if the meeting with Kader had lasted only a few moments. But my time with him must have been longer than I had perceived, because when I returned to the palace gates, it was at least three o’clock in the afternoon. In the palace yard, half a dozen servants were scrubbing the tiles with brushes coated in perfumed soap.


The gates were locked. I stared past them into the yard to make it apparent that I was waiting for someone on the palace staff to let me in, but no one noticed me. Perhaps the princess has already become aware of my absence and dismissed me from her service in punishment, I worried. Perhaps I haven’t any job to return to. I inhaled deeply, listening closely to the familiar sounds of the market in the afternoon: the shouts of merchants selling their wares, the laughter of street children, the low groans of livestock.


Timbuktu had been a global center of trade for centuries, and the stalls of our famous market bustled with people buying and selling goods from all corners of the world. Fulani herdsmen sold long-horned cattle with hides as white as clouds. Berber metalsmiths sold vases and teapots and oil lamps of shining yellow brass. Tripolitanian dressmakers sold cream-colored silk gowns. Hausa merchants sold beads of glass and carnelian. Ethiopian traders sold silver antimony alongside copper so bright it hurt my eyes. I found myself wishing I could be eight years old again, running through the market with Haddy, examining baubles that struck our fancy and giggling at nothing at all.


A young fruit seller with a baby strapped to her chest stopped loading purple figs into a crate to scowl in my direction. This woman was a total stranger, yet she despised me. Then she shouted something quick and profane that made me gasp, for I had been raised never to use such language.


I turned my back on her, focusing my attention on the yard and hoping that the servants had not overheard. I did not want to call out for them to let me in, because I did not want rumors to follow me to court. A feeling of dread started in my stomach and crept up toward my throat, tasting of ashes. Here I was, standing at the palace gates in a servant’s wrapper, but no one had unlocked them for me yet. Was it possible I really was dismissed?


An irate voice from the direction of the tanners’ stalls broke in on my thoughts. “And what do we Songhai get for paying taxes to the emperor? For bowing to the conquerors and calling ourselves citizens of Mali? Death! Either a gruesome death in the suitor’s kettle or a slower death of starvation while the Malinke nobles take our crops and livestock and sell our daughters to foreign kings. All while the emperor luxuriates in his palace!”


A young leatherworker in a faded thobe shirt and coarsely woven pants had climbed atop his table of wares and was shouting to a growing group of men gathered below. He gestured up at the suitor’s kettle, shouting, “Behold this instrument of death! The emperor and his lords think they are more civilized than us. They call us backwards and barbarous for believing in the seven gods. But they are the true barbarians. Didn’t you see them kill an innocent young man this morning?”


More and more of the merchants at their stalls had begun looking up at him. Some were nodding their heads in agreement, while others scowled. “I am old enough to remember life before Malinke rule, and I can tell you that Timbuktu has prospered enormously since we joined the empire,” argued a white-haired man with rings on all ten of his fingers. “Even an ungrateful boy like you must be able to see that.”


“Thirty years of imperial rule has all but destroyed the hearts and minds of our people!” the young man cried in response. His supporters cheered, a harsh, warlike sound that sent a shudder through my belly.


I continued to watch the tense scene unfold, mesmerized by the young man’s boldness, and my fascination might have kept me there for longer, watching and listening—but I knew I could not afford further distraction. I had to reenter the palace before the others noted my absence. Urgently, I rattled the gates just as a woman’s voice rang out: “Aminata, there you are!”


Hurrying toward the gates was Issatou, the emperor’s head of servants, whom I had met earlier that morning. My mother had walked me to the palace gates before sunrise, and together we had waited with my little bundle of belongings while the sky grew brighter and the market square behind us began rumbling with activity. I was so unused to waking at such an early hour that I was nodding off against my mother’s shoulder when I jerked awake at the brisk tap of Issatou’s footsteps across the tiles. With a heavy heart, I parted with my mother. I imagined her trekking back to our house in the merchants’ district without me under the rosy light of dawn and feeling relieved to have made her difficult daughter someone else’s problem. After bidding my mother farewell, Issatou told me that she owed me a proper tour of the palace but was too busy with the execution preparations to give me one yet. Then she put me under the care of a servant who promptly led me to Mariama’s chamber, where I passed the rest of the morning after depositing my belongings in the maids’ room.


Like myself and all the other servants, Issatou wore a simple linen wrapper with a leather drawstring. Her mouth sagged at its corners, which made it difficult to tell if she was scowling on purpose or if she had spent so much of her life frowning that her face had settled permanently into that position. She did not acknowledge the other servants as she crossed the soapy tiles, although they bowed their heads respectfully one by one, like stones skipping water, when she passed.


“Where have you been?” she asked me sharply as she approached the gates where I stood. In the light, her dark eyes shone amber.


Flinching under the heat of her gaze, I smoothed my wrapper and met her eyes. “Begging your pardon, madam,” I began, “I thought I might visit the apothecary for herbs of indigestion. I brewed them into a tea and sipped it, and now I feel improved,” I finished, praying that she would believe me.


Issatou eyed me warily. “Is that so?”


For an awful moment I thought she might turn me away from the gates, but instead she lifted a key from her wrapper and unlocked them. “Well, come back in,” she said. “We need to finish your training.”


I could have laughed aloud with relief as I followed Issatou between the gates. Guards lounged in the palace yard, smoking from clay pipes while servants scrubbed at the tiles. They were cleaning away the dirt and drowned earthworms and other debris from the rainstorm. The yard smelled of pipe smoke and fragrant soap.


Small terra-cotta statues of the seven Songhai gods, all in a line as if standing guard over the palace, dotted the yard. Emperor Suleyman may have officially forbidden the worship of these deities, but there was no denying that many in his empire still clung to their traditional beliefs, and so he allowed these seven sculptures as a concession to the commoners. There was Dongo, god of thunder, wearing a storm cloud like a cloak. Cirey, god of wisdom and lightning, held a sharp lightning bolt in his fist. Harakoy, goddess of the Niger River, had a woman’s head and the tail of a fish. Nyori, god of the clouds, pursed his lips with a gust of storm wind. Faran, the goddess of millet, pressed a ripe seed head between her palms. Nyawri, god of the hunt, rode atop his horse with a quiver of arrows strapped to his back. Finally, placed a little apart from the others, there was a statue of Hausakoy, the god of metalworking, bent over his forge with his enchanted hammer in motion, ready to strike.


My parents had always told me that the seven gods were superstitions of common folk—like the fishermen who prayed to Harakoy for a bounty of fat, healthy carp and the farmers who asked Faran for a good harvest. Upper society recognized only the one true God, who had been worshipped in Timbuktu by learned men since long before Emperor Musa annexed the city. Still, traditions were slow to fade, and even my mother whispered a secret prayer to Cirey to protect my father’s annual journey to the desert salt mines.


I followed Issatou deeper into the palace yard. My eyes flicked over the shining statues of the gods, and I found myself whispering my own little prayers to each one as I passed. I prayed to Harakoy that when it came time for Kader and me to escape, her waters would sweep us far away, drawing us quickly along her torrents until we reached the sea. I asked Cirey to help me learn my chambermaid’s duties quickly and perform them well enough to bring in a steady income. I implored Nyawri to embolden Kader to hunt for clients at university so he could pocket away enough tutoring fees to fund our new life together.


I struggled to keep up with Issatou—she was old yet still quick—as she rounded a corner and disappeared beneath a white archway. I snuck one last sidelong look at the yard and the market beyond it before I followed her into the palace. My breath caught in the back of my throat when I saw what had become of the rebellious young leatherworker. He was flanked on either side by imperial soldiers with silver daggers at their waists. They had stopped his mouth with what appeared to be one of his own dried animal hides, and they dragged him, stiff limbed and defiant, through the crowded market. They carried him away, past a cluster of dressmakers’ stalls and finally out of sight.


I forced my face to remain neutral as I stepped across the threshold, following Issatou into a shadowy interior corridor lined with torches. I heard servants murmuring in the darkness, yet I saw little, save for the glimmer of her pale head wrap in the dark, like the sails of a capsizing ship. The floor was damp with soap and water, so I took great care not to slip as I walked—my concentration was so deep that I scarcely noticed when we had broken into the afternoon daylight.


We had entered an ornate reception area, a hexagonal courtyard with a ceiling of rosy sky. High columns outlined in gold leaf were arranged along all six of its sides. Crowning the colonnade were two tiled pavilions with golden domes. Bronze statues encircled the courtyard in the likenesses of deceased members of the imperial family, all positioned within a mosaic that illustrated their life stories across hundreds of colorful tiles.


I at once recognized the statue of the late emperor Musa. His mosaic was a deft arrangement of camels, horses, and hills of tawny sand beneath the slender white towers of the holy city. To represent his status as the wealthiest man in the world, the tall and imposing figure clutched a gold nugget in his formidable fist.


Then another figure caught my eye. It was a bronze likeness of Empress Cassi, the princess’s mother. She had died of northern plague when Mariama was still very young. I grew up listening to tales of the late empress’s vanity, so I knew her instantly by the small silver mirror in her hand. Her face and body had been sculpted to perfection, although her pupils were slightly too small, giving her a placid, otherworldly appearance.


I turned to the fountain at the center of the courtyard, which was less a fountain than a great bubbling jewelry box, complete with figurines of ruby-eyed fish and stallions spitting cascades of water from their golden lips. I was awestruck. I was accustomed to handling gold nuggets and blended gold jewelry, but never in my life had I seen so much treasure.


The gurgling golden fountain was nearly as loud as the chattering of the men gathered in the courtyard—marabouts and ambassadors, soldiers and bureaucrats, noblemen and scribes. Birds fluttered in and out of the fountain, their wings tracing temporary indentations in the clear water. My stomach twisted when I spotted a red bird—a fire finch! Immediately I thought of Kader. Had I really just seen him today? It already felt like a distant dream.


I followed Issatou into a second courtyard that was smaller and plainer than the first, with a stone staircase at one end. “These are the women’s halls,” she said as we climbed. “Only the royal women and their female attendants may enter.”


“I understand.” After a few minutes, I craned my neck down, trying in vain to see to the bottom of the staircase, but it was obscured in darkness.


“Maids are expected to appear clean and modest at all times.” She placed extra emphasis upon the word modest. “If you are caught doing anything at all improper with a manservant, I will dismiss you from service. And if you are caught in a compromising position with a nobleman, I will make sure you never find work again.” She turned to fix me with a stern glare, which she had undoubtedly used to subdue generations of free-spirited maids.


She is like an old horse master with a talent for breaking young mares, I thought. The old me would have cowered and shrunk before her, as I always had with my parents. But now I met Issatou’s gaze with a calm defiance to let her know that I was not the sort of girl who could be easily broken.


We climbed another staircase that opened into a corridor lined with dark wooden doors. “These are the apartments of the emperor’s wives, Lady Fatimata, Lady Bassira, and Lady Kadiatou,” Issatou explained.


She then led me through a network of corridors and bathhouses and lush little courtyards until I grew dizzy with the size and scope of the palace. Between each series of chambers was an ascending staircase, which we climbed one after another until we were high above the city. The emperor’s palace was the tallest building I had ever entered, and the views it had to offer were far more magnificent than what I could see from the roof of my parents’ two-story town house. Through the palace windows I could see the beginnings of the desert, and I paused midstep to admire the subtle geometry of the dunes, triangles and trapezoids of sand against the pale, powdery sky. From this great height, the city where I had been born and raised looked like an illustration in a book.


“You will grow used to it quickly,” Issatou said as she pushed open a door with a heavy iron padlock.


On the other side was a narrow tower staircase that led to my unfortunate destination. Carved into the side of the tower like an afterthought, my new home was a tiny, cave-like servants’ room that contained three sleeping pallets, a low stone toilet, and very little else.


“Welcome to your living quarters,” she said, turning to read my face. “I suppose you already met the other maids this morning?”


“Yes, madam,” I replied as I looked around the chamber. Its low white ceiling was speckled with dark green mold, and the toilet smelled strongly of blacksoil and ash.


I sighed. I would have little privacy here. There was barely enough space for three young women to sleep comfortably. I would almost always be watched. On the night when Kader and I made our escape, we would need to take great care to not let the others see us leaving.


“They are girls around your age,” Issatou said. “How old are you?”


“Sixteen, madam.” My voice wobbled.


“Then they are two years your senior. Jeneba and Penda should be able to answer any of your questions about the princess’s routine. She rises early, bathes, and dresses, and then she walks the gardens until noon. It is very important that you accompany her on each of those walks—”


“Why is that?”


She looked taken aback, as if it were unheard of for a new servant to ask questions. “Because the princess cannot be left alone under any circumstances.”


But why? I thought, confused. The princess was seventeen years old!


“She spends her afternoons in the library with her tutors. That is when you will clean her bedchamber and change her linens. And in the evenings, she dines with her father. You will wait on her then.” Issatou furrowed her wrinkled brow, as if trying to decide if I was too stupid to follow such simple instructions.


“Yes, madam.”


“Well, this is where I leave you. Good luck,” she added ominously.


Issatou’s words sent a tremor down my spine, but before I could ask her what she meant, she had already rushed from the room. I heard the bright clack of her sandals against the stairs as she made her way to the bottom of the tower, and then the heavy door swung shut.


I was alone.


I took a long, despairing look around the tiny chamber that was to be my home for the next year. There were no chairs or stools—why bother wasting good furniture on serving girls? I made myself swallow the tears rising within me, instead kneeling upon my sleeping mat and beginning to arrange my possessions. I had brought a few items along with me, which I had left in the room when the servant led me there earlier that morning: a double-sided ivory comb that had been a fifteenth name-day gift from my mother, two homespun tunics, and the small cloth-and-straw doll my sister had made for me when we were children.


I pushed the doll beneath my sleeping mat, out of sight. I was not even sure why I had brought it along, except that it had felt too final to leave it at home. When I closed my eyes, I saw servants thumbing carelessly through my things and tossing my possessions into a trash heap. I wondered if my mother enjoyed erasing her disgraced daughter from her home, scrubbing me away like a stain.


“New girl!”


Penda’s high voice interrupted my thoughts. I looked up to see her standing with Jeneba in the doorframe. “We were wondering when you would be back,” she said.


“My sincerest apologies,” I said.


Jeneba’s arms were folded, although her mouth wore half of a smile. “Where were you?”


“I was feeling unwell and so sought out a tincture for indigestion.” My voice trembled with the effort of the falsehood. I’d need to become a better liar here in the palace.


“Are you a medicine woman, a tinesefren?” she asked.


“No,” I told her.


She narrowed her eyes. “Are you a sorceress?”


I exhaled in frustration and said, “Of course not.” Everyone knew that there were no more sorcerers left in the empire. Emperor Musa had banished them all around the same time he’d annexed Timbuktu and the surrounding river lands.


“How could you have known which herbs to pick without tinesefren training?”


“I asked the apothecary,” I said defensively, willing myself to come up with a biting retort, quick and clever, something Haddy might say.


“So, you took a nice, long afternoon walk to the apothecary while the two of us did your chores,” Jeneba replied scornfully. “Do you think you’re too good to work?”


Penda moved so that she stood between us, a shield, and smiled a sweet, gap-toothed smile. “Jen, that’s enough! I am sure that the new girl has learned her lesson and will not do it again. She can help me at the loom.”


Jeneba’s sharp gaze pierced my back as I followed Penda up the stairs. I climbed the stone steps one by one, thinking all the while, It is only my first day at court, and I have already made an enemy.
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