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BABAK’S DREAM


When we lived in the City of the Dead, my brother dreamed mostly of food. Banquets he would have there, curled up on the stone floor among the ossuaries—melons and olives, chickpeas and dates, lentils and bread. Even noble folks’ food was not too fine for his dreams—honeyed lemon peel and almonds, saffron-roasted flesh of lamb.


How did he know of such food, I used to wonder. Was it seeing it in the marketplace? Or does one’s true nature bubble up and show itself in dreams? We’d ceased eating as nobles do three years before, when Babak was scarcely two.


Still, this dream food seemed to satisfy him someway. He did not wake weak and peevish with hunger, as I did. There was a kind of glow upon him while the aftertaste of nocturnal feasts suffused his face with joy.


“Sister!” he would say to me. “Such a dream I had. Roasted chickpeas! I ate till I nearly burst! And oranges, all peeled for me and sprinkled with leaves of mint. And warm rounds of bread with sesame seeds!”


But this talk of feasting only made me hungrier, crankier. “Move your feet, Babak,” I would snap at last. I would drag him through the honeycombed cave passageways and out toward the gates of Rhagae. “You can’t eat dreams,” I would say.


But I was wrong about that. Dreams can feed you, can send you on journeys to places beyond imagining.


I know this, because it happened to us.


“This way, Babak! Come!”


I snatched his hand and pulled him along the street as he veered toward a broken-winged pigeon that foundered in the dust, then yanked him away from some sobbing beggar woman he was drawn to, drying his tears, because of course he must cry too.


“She’s nothing to you, Babak. Remember who you are!” We arrived at the head of the caravan as the first horseman passed the carpet weaver’s market. “Look for Suren,” I said, though now Babak had no need of instruction. His eyes, fastened on the passing travelers, were hungry with hope.


The swaying tassels, tinkling bells, and bright-woven saddlebags lent the caravan a festive air. Seemed to presage a celebration. A songbird trilled from its gilded cage, and a net filled with cooking pots clanked merrily. A camel-riding musician struck up a tune on a double-pipe; another shook a tambourine, filling the air with its gay, rhythmic jingle. Though I tried to fend it off, I too felt hope seeping into the chambers of my heart. I breathed it in with the dust that bloomed up from the animals’ feet, with the smells of sweat, dung, and spices. A Magus, resplendent in his white cloak and tall cap, rode by astride a magnificent stallion. A lesser priest came behind, swinging a silver thurible that perfumed the air with smoke; another bore aloft the coals of the sacred fire in a brazier of hammered copper. I studied the others’ faces as they passed—the horse-archers; the attendants and servants; the camel drovers and donkey drovers; the musicians and entertainers; the pilgrims and merchants and grooms. I willed our brother Suren to be among them, to have attached himself to this caravan and returned to us.


But the last of the travelers passed, and no Suren.


I was reaching for Babak’s hand to lead him away—not wanting to look at him, not wanting to see what was gone from his eyes—when I noticed a jostling up ahead, by the fruit seller’s market. There was shouting, and cursing, and an exchange of blows—a circumstance made in heaven for us. “Move your feet, Babak!” I said. In a trice I had slipped three pomegranates beneath the folds of my tunic and stripped a sack of dates from a fair-haired Scythian nomad with blue tattoos. The fracas suddenly veered in our direction; the Scythian stumbled, fell, flattened Babak beneath him.


It was then, I now realize—when Babak was pinned beneath the Scythian, when I was kicking the Scythian’s back to get him to move—that the man’s fur cap fell off. Babak must have tucked it into his sash.


That night, back in the City of the Dead, Babak pillowed his head on lynx fur and dreamed—not of food, but of a birth. A happy occasion. A boy. He recognized the Scythian in the dream. Someone bringing him the baby, settling it in his arms. Someone saying, “Father.” Babak dreamed the dream, he told me, as if the Scythian himself were dreaming it.


By chance, we caught sight of the man near the rope makers’ market the next day and, before I could stop him, Babak sang out, “A boy! It will be a boy! A healthy boy!”


“Hsst!” I said, and snatched up Babak’s hand, and ducked behind a donkey, behind a spice merchant, behind a crumbling wall, and tried to lose ourselves in the crowd before the Scythian could catch us.


But he did.


As it happened, the Scythian didn’t recognize Babak from the day before. As it happened, the stolen cap and dates were the last things on his mind. As it happened, he was hoping for tidings—though not from a marketplace waif.


As it happened, his wife was expecting a child.


This dream of my brother’s was a good omen, he said, when he had pried it from us. Then he handed Babak a copper. With which we bought food—something I had never done in all the fourteen years of my life.





CHAPTER 2
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HOPE


“This … dream,” I asked Babak later, squatting on the rough floor of our cavern, licking the last sweet drops of melon juice from my fingers, “have you been visited by other such? Dreams of Suren, maybe? Dreams of things to come?”


A draft stirred the lamp flame; shadows swam across the cave walls, then settled back round the edges of the chamber. In the distance I could hear the nighttime sounds of these old caves: a leper’s bells, an echoing cry, and the constant soft shufflings and murmurings from near and from deep. High up, where the cave opened to air, glimmered a small patch of stars.


“I don’t know,” Babak said.


He wiped sticky fingers on his tunic. Pomegranate juice ringed his mouth. He reached for a chunk of goat cheese.


“How can you not know a thing like that?”


Babak shrugged his thin shoulders. He held out a crumble of cheese to the kitten he had smuggled into our chamber without my seeing, a kitten with one eye scarred shut.


“Don’t feed it!” I said. “We’ve nothing to spare. There’s vermin aplenty; let it catch its own.”


“But it’s hungry!”


Of course it was hungry. All of the miserable souls who lived in these caves were hungry. And the ones who survived were those who took care of themselves—not every wretch and stray that came along.


“Have you ever dreamed of Suren?” I persisted. “Of when he will come for us? Of where he is? Of what he has found?”


Our older brother had left forty-two days before, according to the scratches I’d made on the wall. I’d pressed him to find work in a caravan bound for Susa, where we used to live. Suren knew where our father had buried caskets of gold coins. All he had to do was dig them up and return to us. Surely he could manage that! Then we could all book passage on a caravan to Palmyra, where, we had heard, our kinsmen had fled.


“I dream of you sometimes, Sister,” Babak said now. “Of eating food with you. Sometimes Suren is there. I used to dream of Mother….”


Mother.


Women screaming, soldiers through the gate. The flash of sun on swords. Mother calling, “Suren, come!”


I closed my eyes, pushed it away. You would think, after all this time, that the edge would have dulled, or at least that you’d be ready for it—not pierced, capsized, and sinking every time.


“How did you dream of her?” I asked. “Of where she is now? Was it Palmyra you dreamed of? Or only—”


“Only as she was,” he answered, “before, in Susa. When she was with us.”


Babak was looking up at me, his eyes huge and grave in the flickering lamplight. I willed the worry from my countenance so that he would not absorb it into himself.


I didn’t know much about dreams, hadn’t been visited with one in years. But I had heard that they can come from different places. That some of them foretell things and some do not. That some of them come from the Wise God. Or other gods—I had heard that as well. These foretelling dreams did not visit everyone, but only a few. Might Babak be one of them?


Something stirred inside me. How to find out?


Old Zoya knew about dreams. But the mere thought of asking her pricked my pride. Besides, she’d exact a price.


“Babak. This is important. Have you had any other dreams of things to come—even about strangers?”


“I don’t know.” Babak hunched over the kitten, turning his back to me. I had pressed too hard. He scratched the kitten behind its ragged, flea-bitten ears. It began to purr, still licking his cheese finger with its tiny pink tongue.


I sighed. If Babak didn’t want to tell me now, I couldn’t drag it out of him. Muleheadedness ran raging through our family like a river in spring flood. Even Babak—the most tender-hearted boy alive—was not exempt.


And yet this dream, this dream of the baby. Perhaps we might put it to good use. Perhaps I might turn dream into coin another time and perhaps scrape together passage. Then, when Suren returned—whether or not he had found the hidden gold—we could go there.


Palmyra.


I breathed in deep and felt it stir again, warming the cold, empty spaces:


Hope.





CHAPTER 3



[image: images]


PALTRY GIFT


Later that night, when Babak and the kitten were asleep, I counted out the last of the dates, hesitated, put four back, then tucked the rest into my sash. I crept backward, lamp in hand, down the dark, narrow tunnel that led from our chamber. It was a snug fit.


I had discovered the passage when, after fleeing Susa, we first came into Rhagae and needed a place to go to ground. I had crept up and found the small room, which opened to air high up on the cliff, too high to be reached from outside. Suren was too big to squeeze through the tunnel. “But I can find another cavern to sleep in,” he had said. “What matters is that you and Babak will be safe.”


Much of the time it was fairly safe in these caves, known as the City of the Dead because of the bones left here in ossuaries long ago. Still, you had to keep your wits about you. Strangers did venture in from time to time. But no one came here anymore to honor the bones of their dead. Even the descendants of these dead—were dead. Most beggars preferred to dwell within the walls of Rhagae, in some abandoned hovel or in the ruins of an old palace. The air was fresher there, not stale and full of death. There were no bones from crumbled ossuaries rolling about loose and rattling beneath your feet.


Only those who must hide from other beggars—unprotected women, the sick or crippled, the very young or very old—lived in these ancient caves.


At the end of our tunnel I paused, listened, then made my way in the flickering gloom through a chain of tall caverns and narrow passageways to an ancient stairway hewn into the rock at the edge of a chasm. I held the lamp carefully as I climbed, clinging to protuberances in the wall with my other hand and nudging bones off the steps with my bare toes—a hip bone, a thighbone, a skull. I heard them ricochet off the sides of the chasm, then clatter, echoing, below. I lofted skyward a prayer against contamination—though little good it might do me. It was well that my grandmother couldn’t see me now. I moved through more rooms, more passages, more stairs, until a breath of fresh evening air touched my face.


Old Zoya occupied a spacious cavern that, like ours, opened high on the side of the cliff. But her opening reached clear down to the cave floor and was nearly as wide as the front door of our home in Susa. I peered in and saw her sitting in the moonlight on the lip of the opening, conferring with the youth who often attended upon her, a young man with slanted eyes under a broad, low forehead: thick of tongue and slow of thought. In a dark corner, the coals from her brazier glowed. I blew out my lamp flame, knowing I could relight it before I left, and stepped into the chamber.


“Eh! Who’s there?” she cried at the sound of my footsteps. She jumped up, snatching her walking stick, and brandished it at me.


“It’s I,” I said, edging into the moonlight to show myself. “With a gift. And a favor to ask.”


She lowered the stick and peered at me. After a moment she flicked a hand at the youth; he scuttled away.


“Mitra? With a gift? Huh! That’s something new.”


“Shh! Don’t call me Mitra. It’s Ramin!”


Old Zoya was one of the few people who knew I was a girl, and I wanted to keep it that way. I had disguised myself as a boy shortly after we came to this place nearly two years before, discarding my ankle-length gown and cloak for a ragged tunic, trousers, and a coat of coarse weave; cropping my hair to my shoulders; and affecting my father’s straight-as-a-bowstring stance and chin-forward gait. Suren had chosen the name Ramin, after his best friend in Susa. It was safer to be a boy. Besides, a girl couldn’t roam the streets freely, as I did. As I must, especially now that Suren was away.


Babak called me Sister when we were alone. I couldn’t break him of that. I feared he would let it slip before others. But it was something he seemed to understand, a private name. Nevertheless, Zoya had guessed my secret and pried Mitra—my true name—from Suren.


“Well, what’s this gift?” she asked now.


I pulled the dates from my sash and held them out. Old Zoya squinted, peered, jabbed at them with a skinny finger. She looked back at me in disbelief.


“Three … measly … dates?”


“It’s three more than you had before! Do you think we’re made of food? I’ve got to feed Babak; he’s a growing boy.”


“Pah! Paltry gift! Suren would’ve been bounteous. Pinch fisted as ever, you are. Pleading poor when all the world knows you come into a fortune today. Traipsing through the marketplace like fine folk, laying out coin for cheese and melon and roasted chickpeas …”


I should have known. Old Zoya’s leathery ears were fine-tuned to the hum of gossip. Some of the cave dwellers spied for her—sniffing out which goods were scarce, which plentiful, and which approaching in the next caravan. Discovering who was feuding with whom and what information would bring something in trade. “It wasn’t a fortune,” I protested. “It was one copper. And the food’s nearly gone now; we were hungry.”


“And I s’pose this is the last of the dates?”


“Ah, well … there are four left. Only four. Do you want Babak and me to starve?”


“Four more and there’d be seven.” She turned to the opening in the wall, seemed to address the stars. “Such a good, stout number, seven. Seven royal families. Seven Spentas. Seven days in a week. One date every morning’d be such a pleasurement for an old woman. But no one cares, no one cares.”


“If three plump dates mean nothing to you, I can take them back—”


“No call for that.” She whirled round and clamped on to my wrist with surprising speed. I considered yanking back the dates until she told me what I wanted, but I had said gift, and now I must live with it.


She stuffed them all together into her mouth, slurping, mashing them between toothless gums. One date each day, indeed! If I’d given her seven, they’d have been gone as quickly as three. I wondered if Zoya’s manners had been so coarse back in the days when she midwifed to the sisters of a satrap, before an infant strangled on its belly cord and Zoya went into hiding. You would never think she’d been part of a noble household to see her now: filthy rags hung loose on a bone-thin frame, topped by a hooked nose and a tangled gray mat of hair. Still, she surprised me with her knowledge at times, and highborn words and phrases often peppered her crude speech.


At last, smacking her lips, she swiped the back of her hand across the stream of juice that trickled down her chin. “Pah! Wouldn’t satisfy a gnat, and now my tongue’s set for dates.” She glared at me, then snatched up her stick and hobbled toward the far, dim threshold of her chamber.


“The favor?” I demanded.


She paused, no doubt wanting to make me sweat. But I knew her better than that. Curiosity would win over her desire to cheat me. “Well, out with it,” she grumbled at last, turning back.


“Can you tell me something about dreams?”


“Dreams! Why do you want to know?”


“Babak has had … a strange one.”


“Well? Tell me!”


I related what had happened with the Scythian. Zoya drew near as I spoke, then motioned me to sit with her on the ledge. Below I could see the town walls and part of Rhagae itself, its mudbrick houses slumbering in the light of a bright wedge of moon.


“Did it come true?” Old Zoya asked now. “Is there a child?”


“I don’t know. He spoke of Babak’s dream only as an omen. A good one.”


“And Babak never saw the man before?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Hmm.” Old Zoya pursed her lips, scratching at the long, sparse hairs on her chin. “Well, there are wishing dreams, having naught to do with the world as ’tis but soley with the wishes of the dreamer. This one—this dream—seems not so.”


No. Babak’s dreams of food were likely wishing dreams. But not the one about the Scythian.


“There are remembering dreams, where one thing’s fused together with another, unfitting thing, appearing in a strange light—backward or twisted, like. Transmogrified. To parse them you’ve need of a skilled diviner—such as myself. These dreams oft tell not of what’s to come, but shed light on what’s past but not yet fathomed by the dreamer. Dreams of revelation, like. But Babak’s dream, no. It appears to make perfect sense.”


I nodded.


“Other dreams are of the prophesying sort, told in symbologies and sent by one god or another, or mayhap the Wise God, himself. But from what you’re saying … My mother’s sister—Babak oft puts me in mind of her—was visited time to time with other folks’ dreams. They’d come to her—noble ladies—with some fribble of a garment they’d worn. She’d sleep with it and dream. For good dreams they’d reward her well.” Old Zoya favored me with a wry smile. “I won’t say she didn’t twist a dream or two to make it seem auspicious. But, with the future, truth will out. That’s one peril in being visited by such dreams.”


“One peril?”


“Well, how if this Scythian’s wife gives birth to a girl? Or if the baby dies? Or the wife dies? I’ll wager the Scythian’s next meeting with Babak won’t be so profitable.”


I swallowed. I had thought of this, of course. “I don’t think Babak is lying,” I said.


She shrugged. “With dreams an honest err can be as deadly as a lie. And Babak’s gift for dreaming may be weak. Too chancy to be trusted. Another paltry gift.” She fixed me with a baleful eye, then sighed and scratched her chin. “Yet still.” She turned from me, gazed out at the stars. “Yet still, this isn’t the gravest peril, for Babak.”


I drew in breath, hugged my arms to my chest. “What do you mean?”


For a moment her face seemed to soften. “The gravest peril for Babak,” she said at last, “is if the dream works out to be true.”





CHAPTER 4
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THE MAN with BLUE TATTOOS


It was with much on my mind that I found my way back to our chamber. Old Zoya had been right, had thought through to something that had not occurred to me. Which was troublesome. I was supposed to think of such things. I was the one who could parse the movements in the marketplace to read danger or opportunity before they broke the surface calm. With Suren gone, Babak and I must live by my wits alone, and I had missed something so clear….


I stumbled, nearly dropped the lamp. What a fool I was! Like Babak, not minding where I walked.


More carefully now I crept up the tunnel to our cave. I could barely see Babak—the lamplight had dimmed—but I lay a hand on his belly, felt his body move in the rhythms of sleep. I tucked his threadbare coat more securely about him; we had turned the corner into autumn, and the cave grew chill at night. I swept a lock of hair off his damp forehead, my fingers tracing the ridge of the scar that cleaved one eyebrow. He had been dawdling about, transfixed by one daydream or another, when he fell and split his brow open. Now he pulled up one knee, scratched it, made a little moaning sound. The kitten, nestled against Babak’s chest, yawned, stretched, then melted back into a shape that accommodated Babak’s knee. I nuzzled the back of my brother’s neck—he smelled faintly of melon and of dust and of the palm fronds on which he lay. Then, regretfully, I leaned back and blew out the lamp.


Babak wouldn’t miss it. Like a small, furry animal, he reveled in darkness. He wrapped it about himself, comforting as a cloak.


But I was profligate with light. I could navigate from our cavern through the dark passages leading to outside without it; even now I could see dimly in the milky radiance that leaked in from above. Seldom did I need light. But I craved it. I begged longer in the marketplace in order to replenish my precious store of lamp oil; I stole for it; at times I sacrificed food for it.


Now, breathing in the last smoky traces of lamplight, I found a faint patch of moonglow on the floor and sat there to think.


If the dream was true.


Yes. People would come seeking us. Not just the Scythian—coming in anger if the dream was false. But many, coming with hope, looking to Babak to dream for them. Some would pay us, certainly. I had thought of that. It wouldn’t be much. Nobility would hardly have dealings with the likes of us—not as we were now. And Zoya was right: There would be some devious men sniffing round, seeking to use Babak and his gift without our consent.


But I would be careful. And just think! We wouldn’t have to come by all our food by theft. Though I had acquired skill at stealing, it was chancy, dangerous. All too often we went hungry. All too often our store of lamp oil ran dry.


And maybe … maybe we could even save enough … I let my mind touch it now: Palmyra.


Many Persian exiles had gone to live there, I had heard. In Palmyra the family of Vardan would stand tall. Would be served and honored according to our rightful station. Suren seemed able to tolerate the miserable existence we now had, but I could not. Would not! I couldn’t bear to think that we would stay like this, eking out a miserable life among the rabble, forever!


I sighed, wrapped my thin coat around me, and lay down on the floor beside Babak. But I did not go right to sleep.


There was a broom in my mind that I used to sweep across the distant lands, with little seeking straws that could find my family. I began in Palmyra—beyond the edge of Persia. The broom swept up my aunts and my uncles and my cousins, and my mother—she had found her way there as well. Then it swept them over the deserts and high plateaus, across the rivers and valleys, until it found my brother Suren, and it swept him along too. Then the little seeking straws, they probed at the crevices in the land until they teased out the place where my father, Vardan, was, even though I had heard that he was dead. But this was my broom, and it did what I wanted it to, and it found him, too—alive—and brought them all to Babak and me. Then it swept us across the high plateau back to Susa, back to our fine old home in the hills above Susa, where we were sated with good food, and attended upon by many servants, and esteemed according to our high station, and safe, and loved. My pony was still there; now he came galloping through the green pastures and nudged my hands for treats and gave that whicker that I used to know so well, that whicker that said, Oh, where have you been? I’m so glad you have returned.


I did this, with the broom, nearly every night. It was a waking dream, not a sleeping one. Not a dream that came to visit, for, since Susa, dreams had shunned my slumber. No, this was a dream I conjured for myself.


And then, after I had made the dream, I could sleep.


The next morning, as we neared the bottom of the twisting path that led down the rocky slope to Rhagae, I saw him right away. The Scythian. Round of belly, bow slung over a shoulder. Wild yellow hair, blue-tattooed face. He was gazing round just outside the city gates, accosting one man, then another. Asking questions, I surmised, because each man shook his head in response, then walked away.


“Get down,” I said to Babak. “Here.” We crouched behind an outcropping of boulders. I peered over the top of it, watched the Scythian. He approached a spice merchant and laid his hand flat on the air at about Babak’s height. Then he moved his hand up to where, had I been standing there, it would have rested on my head. My scalp, feeling the ghost of his touch, prickled.


“Sister?” Babak whispered. “What’s amiss?”


“Don’t worry,” I said. But of course he would. So long as he felt my worry, he would worry. I looked again, tried to see if the Scythian seemed angry. But I couldn’t tell. “Let’s go.”


All that day we stayed within the City of the Dead. Babak did not understand why, and I didn’t want to tell him. “It’s nothing,” I said. “I’ll tell you presently,” I said. “It doesn’t concern you,” I said. Lies and lies and lies. But a child’s ceaseless questions can drive you to madness. I told him again of our old home in Susa, of the fountain courtyard, paved in bright blue tiles and sweet with the scent of lilies; of the flowering trees hung with cages of singing birds; of the gold-inlaid wine cups and water ewers of pure chased silver. I told him again of the princes and satraps who came to visit our father. “Remember who you are,” I told him, echoing my grandmother. “Never forget.”


When Babak wearied of my stories, we played games with almond shells. Setting a pebble under one shell and mixing it in with others, then asking him to guess where the pebble lay. Tapping a shell hard on one edge to make it jump, and setting up a contest to see whose shells would fly farther. To a child Babak’s age, shells can be fleets of ships in battle or cups for fairy wine or hats for pebble creatures.


We shared with the kitten our last scrap of cheese, then I pulled a long thread from the hem of my tunic and dangled it before the little creature.


“Brave kitten,” Babak said, as it pounced upon the string and pulled it from between my fingers. Babak threw back his head and roared. “It’s a lion!” he said. “Grroar!” The lion caught sight of its own tail and lunged for it, then bounced round and round in dizzy pursuit. Babak bubbled with happy laughter, as I hadn’t seen him do in so long….


But the lion soon curled up to sleep, and Babak grew restless. I struck a light with my flints and ventured with him deeper into the caves, where the walls grew damp and cold, where the air tasted old, of death. We crept through the black passageways to the haunts of his “friends”—he considered nearly everyone his friend—but only the ones I knew to be safe: The pockmarked woman who conversed all day with a husband who wasn’t there. The head-twitching youth who claimed to be the emperor of Rome. The one-armed beggarman who told stories of India and Egypt, Greece and Rome. The old woman with a withered leg and a hump on her back.


Our visits pleased Babak because I usually tried to keep him away from these friends of his. They were rough of tongue and manner—baseborn, despite a few grandiose claims. Grandmother would have shuddered to see us mixing with such people. But for now they kept Babak distracted from the worry he must feel radiating from me.


We went to see Zoya, but she was not in her chamber. Thanks be to heaven we hadn’t given all our food to her. There remained yet two dates apiece, a pomegranate, and a few handfuls of chickpeas and almonds.


But I couldn’t hide much longer. I had to know soon how the land lay, and then decide what to do.


From time to time I ventured to an opening in the caves and peered out. We were too far for me to recognize faces there below, though I could see streams of men issuing forth from the direction of the caravansary near the eastern gates, no doubt supplying the Magus’s party as he bathed in the healing waters nearby.


I wondered: Was the Scythian angry with us because things had not gone as Babak had foretold?


Or had Babak’s dream come true?





CHAPTER 5
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PANDORA’S BOX


Old Zoya called up to me when we were napping in the heat of the day. I could see her lamplight flickering at the end of our tunnel. I checked Babak—sound asleep with the kitten—then crept down to meet her.


Zoya had perched atop a heap of fallen boulders in a lightless chamber near our room. “Did you eat all of those dates?” she asked.


“We finished them earlier.”


She heaved her skinny shoulders in a disappointed sigh—a bit overdone, I thought. “Well, I’ll give you this for free,” she said. “That Scythian is looking for your brother and you.”


“I know that. Why do you think we stayed in the caves all day?”


“Eh! You know so much, s’pose I needn’t tell you about the baby.”


I would have loved to have said no and turned my back on her, climbed right back up to our chamber. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of lording over us whatever she had to tell. But I had to know.


“What about the baby?”


“Oh, so you haven’t heard? And I thought you knew everything!”


“Tell me.” I moved toward her, but she brandished her walking stick at me. I stopped where I was. “Tell me about the baby.”


The light from the lamp she had set beside her bled yellow across her ravaged face. She lifted an eyebrow, tugged at a long black hair on her chin. Her walking stick went tap, tap, tap upon the stone.


“Please.”


She shrugged. Tap. Tap.


“What do you want?” I sighed. “I beg of you.”


“That’s what I like to hear.” Her face crumpled into a toothless smile, mouth and eyes disappearing in a sea of wrinkles. “Seems like Babak’s dream came true. The Scythian’s wife bore him a healthy boy.”


A healthy boy. The words struck me in the spine, sent shivers arcing up my back. Little Babak could do this? I could scarce believe it, and yet … He was a strange child. I had known that always. He someway couldn’t separate himself from others. If you were sad, he was sad. If you stubbed your toe, his toe ached. Wounded birds, homeless cats, cripples, lepers … if they were hungry, he was hungry.


But this—


“How do you know?” I demanded.


“I have my ways.”


Of course. Her spies.


“Here’s the nub of it,” Zoya said now, scooting down to the next boulder. “The Scythian isn’t talking about the dream. Only craves to find Babak.”


“So?”


“So a thousand bloodsucking fortune hunters won’t come slavering after your brother!”


“Just one. The Scythian.”


“Maybe. Or maybe he only wants to reward Babak. But it’s likely he craves more dreams. Anyway, we can treat with him.”


“We?”


“Seems like you”—she jabbed her stick in my direction—“need a go-between. A body that’s wise in the ways of the world. A body that can … make arrangements, like, without letting on where you live. That can make sure you get your due in solid copper.”


“Seems to me Babak and I could just make ourselves scarce for a while until he forgets about us or moves on.”


“Forget, he won’t. You don’t forget a thing like that, a firstborn son. He lives here in Rhagae, the Scythian does. Not just passing through.”


He lived in Rhagae. We could be confined inside the caves for a very long time. And if the Scythian couldn’t find us, he might begin talking. He’d likely talk in time, no matter what. As for Old Zoya, if she didn’t get her way, she might talk as well. True, she’d told no one I was a girl, but there was no gain for her in telling that.


If only Babak had never had that dream! If only he’d kept his mouth shut!


“Here’s what I’ll do.” Old Zoya picked up her lamp and clambered down from the heap of rocks to stand before me. “I’ll go to the Scythian, tell him I have knowledge he seeks. Fetch me his cap, and I’ll return it to him, as a token, like, of good faith. I’ll find out what he wants and convey it to you.”


“And you’ll make no promises until I know what he wants. Until I say you can.”


She looked at me as if astonished I’d think she’d do such a thing.


“And how if the Scythian follows you?” I asked.


“I have my ways. Slow I am, but sly.”


This was true. I had seen her slip in and out among the stalls of the marketplace. If you looked away for a moment, poof! She was gone.


“So how do you profit from this?” She always profited from her acts of kindness, one way or another. A gift of food when you were starving would cost you a portion of what you begged or stole for weeks to come. An herbal draught when you were sick could bind you to her as one of her spies.


“I? Profit?” The lamp flame wavered from the force of her breath, sending shadows leaping up the cave walls. She was performing again, her face open wide with incredulity. “It’s only little Babak I’m thinking of.”


“Let me put it to you this way: If the Scythian is willing to pay for dreams, and if I were to allow it, what would be your share?”


“Two portions out of three seems fair.”


“Two of three? Babak would be doing the dreaming; you’re just—”


“Eh, half then.”


“No. Too much.”


“So, one of three. Three of us there are in this, sharing the risk. If Babak’s dream was only happenstance and he can nevermore do it again, we’ll all have the Scythian after us.” She chuckled.


“I see no humor in it! If we do this, and if the dream doesn’t come true, we’ll return the coin. Babak and I can’t keep on hiding; that would be—”


Old Zoya patted my arm, suddenly solicitous. “Of course! Of course! Truly, the risk is very small.”


I brushed her hand off my sleeve. I didn’t trust her. Suren had; he had even liked her, but not I. “I’m surprised you’re so smitten with this plan,” I said, “when yesterday you were full of dire warnings. ‘The gravest peril for Babak,’ you said.”


“I’ve had time to think on it. Think, Mitra—”


“Ramin.”


“As you wish. But think. Never again to beg for food nor lamp oil. You could buy yourself a fine wool gown. I might even find you a husband….” She squinted, eyeing me critically. “Though ’twould take some doing.”


“I don’t want any husband you could find me!”


“Hmmph. You’re no beauty, oh high-and-mighty one. You think you’re better’n the rest of us, but that noble blood of yours means nothing here.”


Royal, I corrected her silently. Not just noble. Royal.


“But now,” Zoya said, “where was it Suren looked to take you? Palmyra, was it?”


Palmyra. To sweep up my aunts and my uncles, and then …


“This could fall out well for all of us,” Zoya said.


Perhaps. But I doubted it. Zoya would cheat us, that was certain. And if Babak did have prophetic dreams, word would get out in time. And then our lives would take some form I could scarcely imagine.


All at once I recalled a tale that Suren’s Greek tutor had told him. A tale about a girl named … what was it? Pandora? She had opened a forbidden box and let out all the woes and evils of the world.


It’s far easier to let things out of boxes, I reflected as I crept up the tunnel to fetch the cap, than to pack them back in again.





CHAPTER 6
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SHAGGY BEASTIES


The next night, after Babak had gone to sleep, Old Zoya called again up the passageway. She summoned me to follow to her chamber, then held out a length of cloth. In the swathe of moonlight that spilled into the room, I could see that the fabric was of a yellowish hue. Some shade of ocher, or maybe, in sunlight, saffron.


“What is this?” I asked.


“What do you think? A headcloth, belonging to the Scythian’s wife. She craves one of Babak’s dreams.”


I folded my arms in front of me, refusing to touch the thing. I’d known it was a mistake to confide in Zoya. “You told me you’d convey a message, nothing more. I never said Babak would dream for them. What did you promise those Scythians? Why did you bring me this?”


“Eh, don’t have a palsy. I promised nothing. But if you decide you want Babak to dream for the woman”—she shrugged—“he can begin this very day.”


“And how did they know you speak for him? They’ve never seen you with him; you’re not our kin.”


“They believed me when I told them! Not everyone’s as slit eyed and suspicious as you, oh high-and-mighty one. Besides, I gave him back his cap, remember? And I described Babak … and his ugly older brother, you.” She cackled at her pitiful joke; I ignored her. “The proof’ll be,” she went on at last, “in the dream. You should thank me. This way they need never meet with Babak again.” She thrust the headcloth at me. “Take it.”


Reluctantly I unclasped my arms and took the thing between two fingers. It was much softer than the coarse-grained cloth I now wore, though not nearly so fine as the linen of my gowns in Susa. My hands, of their own accord, gathered the headcloth between them, brought it to my face. It smelled nothing like the garments from home, which had wicked up the perfumed oils on our bodies. Still, this smelled of something … not unpleasant. Of cloves, maybe. Of a woman’s skin.


“I’ll talk to Babak about this,” I said, “tomorrow.”


“Don’t. You might plant the idea for him to dream of this woman, and we’d never know whence the dream truly arose. We’d best know,” Zoya said, “if the other dream was happenstance. If not, they’ll pay us well. We can take their money this once and never treat with them again.”


It would not be so simple. I knew that. And yet …


Something was stirring in me. A restlessness. A hunger. Palmyra. We could save for passage to Palmyra. So even if Suren returned empty handed, we could leave these wretched caves forever. We could find our kin and the life we were meant to live.


Back in our chamber, I squatted down beside Babak. My lamplight dimly showed the shape of him—his belly moving in sleep breathing, the crescents of his lashes, the sleep-slack curves of his mouth. The kitten, curled up beside him, stretched, opening its one good eye, then curled up again.


What was Babak dreaming? I wondered. Could other people’s dreams seep in through that skin of his, as their feelings seemed to?


A scratchy, scuttling sound—rats. Then came a laugh—or a cry—from far back in the caves. I watched Babak for a time, watched him breathe, watched him kick suddenly and roll onto his back, watched him mumble some garbled word, then smile.


But I could not divine his dreams.


I took the headcloth from my girdle, reached toward him, then pulled back. Slipping this cloth next to his flesh seemed like sin somehow. Infecting him with something unknown, without his knowledge or permission.


How if he had nightmares? How if he saw something so terrible, it poisoned his waking life too? Dreams can be dangerous things.


Yet still. I closed my eyes and home came flooding in. The cool, shaded courtyard, the soft folds of linen against my skin, the smell of incense and jasmine blossoms, the mingled murmurings of running water and of women’s voices.


Mother.


Women screaming, soldiers through the gate. The flash of sun on swords, a seething crush of men inside the courtyard—soldiers and my kinsmen. Blood spilling on the cobblestones, bloodbeat roaring in my ears, a din of metal-clash and bellow. Mother calling, “Suren, come! Come take them, flee!”


I wrenched my thoughts away, nudged Mother backward through the procession of days and nights and days to when the courtyard was peaceful and safe. I tried to will the contours of her face into my mind, but she shimmered and blurred. Each time I tried, she came hazier, fainter. I could still see the silver bracelets on her wrists, twinkling with gems and glass; I could still see the pale green silk of her gown; I could still see the sweep of her dark hair, sleek and gleaming as a raven’s wing. But her face had disappeared.


Palmyra. Surely she would have found her way there. Surely she would be waiting for us when we arrived.


I let out a deep breath, let the old, sickening grief crash against me.


This is not just for me, I pleaded silently with Babak. This could mean a life for you as well.


And still I hesitated. Suren, what would he do?


Don’t, I imagined him saying. It’s too much to risk. Suren had grown listless and morose of late, seemed no longer to care that we—the children of Vardan, seed of Mithradates—had been reduced to living in a cave among outcasts and rabble. When I’d pressed him to go to Susa, he’d protested that the Eyes and Ears of the king—Phraates’ secret spies—might still be seeking us and it was best to lie low. But it had been three years! If they were going to find us, they’d have done so well before now. King Phraates’ enemies were legion; surely the Eyes and Ears had bigger fish to fry.


Sometimes you had to risk! You couldn’t just fritter your life away in fear—afraid to take a chance, afraid to act—as Suren seemed content to do before I persuaded him to leave.


Quickly I drew aside Babak’s tunic, slipped the headcloth next to his skin.


There. It was done.


*


When he awoke the next morning, Babak said nothing of his dreams. I had eased the head-cloth from beneath his tunic at the first signs of his waking; I’d tucked it furtively into my sash. Now I searched Babak’s countenance for signs. Signs of … what? Of nightmares? Of demon possession? Of worry? Of sickness? When I asked him how he felt, he sleepily rubbed his eyes and mumbled that he was well. I set my hand upon his forehead, checking for fever, but nothing seemed amiss, except that now he was annoyed with me. He brushed my hand away. “I am well.”


He did seem well enough. I breathed out a silent sigh, felt myself unclench. But there remained an itching in my mind. Had he dreamed at all? Or did he just not want to tell? I decided not to push him. To wait.
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