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PART 1

The Curse
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CHAPTER ONE

The Camel

The lion-ape lunges from the tree a moment too late;

Bahram Chubina’s arrow has already sealed his fate.

I gasp roughly. Beast and warrior glow white, burning, against the gold ground. The sun glints off the illuminated pages as it glints off the metal mar—snake—that twists around and around from my wrist to my elbow. My fists clench; I am aghast at dying, aghast at killing.

“Orasmyn?”

I turn, startled.

Mother comes in, her face unveiled — she has not yet left the palace this morning. The pleasure of seeing the dark sliver moons under her eyes, her full cheeks, pulls me at once from the violence on the page to the sweet calm of our lives.

Father, the Shah of all Persia, has promised to find me a suitable wife soon. I will be the first adult male outside the young woman’s family to ever set eyes on her bare face, to ever know her mysteries. Warmth threads up my throat to my cheeks. I stroke my short beard and smile broad to hide my thoughts.

Mother smiles in return. “You’re reading the Shahnameh yet again?” She comes to my reading platform and bends over me. Her hair hangs wavy, freed from the braids that hold it tight at night and that she will rebraid before going outside today. It brushes my arm. With a fingertip she traces the spine of the lion-ape. “His eyes speak anguish.”

Her words touch me with their femininity. Women speak through their eyes from behind the chador—the veil—that shrouds all else. They are accustomed to listening to the eyes of others, even those whose full faces show.

“Shall I read to you?”

“Battle stories.” Mother wrinkles her nose. “I prefer Islamic verse.”

“Islamic verse is in Arabic. These are stories in our own strong Persian. And they’re not all battle. Let me read to you of Malika falling in love with Shahpour.” Already I am thumbing back through the earlier pages.

Mother squats and catches my hand between hers. “Orasmyn, I’ve got a present for you. In my room. A book by Saadi.”

The prospect intrigues me, for this great mystic, this Sufi, is known for mixing the spirit of Islam with the culture of Persia. But Mother’s tone irritates. I pull my hand away. “I don’t need help in choosing my reading.”

“We all need help, Orasmyn.”

“A prince doesn’t.”

Mother presses her lips together in a thin line. Then her face softens again. “I see you’ve done your prayers.” Her finger now runs the part in the middle of my hair that I made during my cleaning ritual, the wudhu, before the prayers that precede sunrise. “Why didn’t you come eat with us?” she asks. “Your father and I will be busy with festival duties most of the day. We had hoped to see you this morning, at least.”

Today is the Feast of Sacrifices. Every royal family in every town across Persia has invited the poor to partake of the meat from the animal they will sacrifice this noon. Here in Tabriz there will be a double offering, for my family will add a sacrifice of our own to that of the local royal family. “I don’t plan to eat on this festival,” I say.

“Is that so?” Mother looks at me with curiosity. “You’re dressed as a hajji—a pilgrim.” Fondly, she brushes the folds of cloth on my back.

I draped this white cloth around me as the sun rose. It is almost a year since I returned from my pilgrimage to Mecca. These days, when I go out, I wear my ordinary tunic under royal robes, though of course I carry prayer beads and wear a white hat always. But today I will stand in white cloth with the other hajjiha, a cloud of purity. “I’m assisting at the sacrifice.”

“Ah.” Mother nods. “Then I understand your fasting. But, son, my gentle prince, not every hajji must take part.”

I hear the question under her words. As a child I ran from the sacrifices, from the spilling of blood. As an adult, I take no part in the hunts. Mother says I am like the flowers that grow in my treasured gardens, more tender than flesh should be.

Still, today I fight off trepidation. The sacrifice is compassionate; as my father’s heir, I must understand that. The animal dies to commemorate the ancient sacrifice by Ibrahim. “Don’t worry about me.” I kiss Mother’s hand.

“I’ll leave you to prepare, then,” she says, straightening up. “At the prayers before the sacrifice, be sure to make your rakatha—your bows —deep and low, and to linger a moment before rising. That way I can pick you out from the other hajjiha and send you my strength.” Mother leaves.

Her strength? A prince should rely on no one. But it is too late to protest; she is gone.

I open the rear doors, which give directly out to my private garden for praying, my belaq. We have palaces in many cities, and I have taken part in designing the gardens at three of them. I work with a cohort of servants, planting, pruning, mulching.

My special fragrance garden around the throne room in the central pavilion of our Isfahan palace is continuously in flower. The carpet I stand on now depicts that garden. The border bands hold daisies and pomegranates and heads of lions. This rug makes my feet want to climb. We winter in Isfahan, of course, on the arid plateau almost completely ringed by mountains.

My yellow roses are at our palace in Shiraz. On the first day of spring, we celebrate Naurouz, New Year's, there, surrounded by flowering persimmons. I always beg Father to take us to Shiraz early, even as early as the end of February, so that we can feel the bade gulhaye sourkh —the wind of roses—that blows strong in the afternoon. Processions fill the streets with music and torches for thirty days. I throw coins with lions stamped on them to the people I pass. They throw rose petals in return. All flowers grow in Shiraz, but gulhaye sourkh—roses—are what they throw, because the rose is my favorite, Prince Orasmyn’s favorite.

But Shiraz is too hot in summer. So we return north to Tabriz, the capital, where I tend my most extensive gardens.

I step outside now and pass through my walled belaq out to the public gardens. To the west stands the mosque. To the south and east and north stretches garden. My eyes follow straight pebbled paths interrupted at regular intervals by a series of steps, on and on, until the paths are lost in the trees and the mountains beyond. It is easy to fool myself into thinking the garden continues forever—infinite.

I imagine I feel a wet breeze from the Caspian Sea to the east—though it is more than a days journey away. I emerge from the shadows of the portico and walk along a maddi—a water channel—to the reflecting pool. The people will gather here after the sacrifice to await the cooked meat. The pavilion on the north side will host the men, while that on the south will host the women. Columns hold up the roofs of the pavilions, columns spaced widely, so that one group can easily see what the other does. The voices will be loud and happy.

But right now the pool and garden are mine. The air is faint with white jasmine. Clover and aromatic grasses crush soft under my bare feet. Sour cherry trees fan out in star designs. I step up onto the talar, the platform overlooking the pool, and gaze at the black-and-white limestone colonnades of the palace. The early sun gives an orangish sheen to the stones, almost the color of henna, and an idea comes to me.

Mother said not every hajji must take part in the sacrifice. So nothing should prescribe the participation of those hajjiha who do take part. Joyous moment, I am free to choose what duties I assume.

I race to the animal enclosures beyond the mosque, to the camel-holding pen, hoping no one has beat me to the task. Preparing an animal for sacrifice is just as important a part of the feast as slashing its neck.

Kiyumars is already in the pen, stroking the large she-camel. But no one else is about. I join this servant with a silent nod. We’ve known each other all our lives—we played among the herds of goat and sheep together as children; we tend the gardens of Tabriz side by side as adults—we fall into an easy camaraderie now. Kiyumars puts henna on the head of the camel, turning her the orange color that guided my feet here now. All is well. I rub the camels eyelids with kohl. She is docile, more docile than I’ve known a camel to be. Kiyumars takes a sugar lump from his pouch and puts it in the camel’s mouth. Ah, now I understand her cooperation, for I have a sweet tooth myself.

The necklace shines from the open box nearby. It is made of tiny mirrors set in red silk with gold embroidered leaves. Carefully I lift it with both hands and hold it under the camel’s thick neck. Kiyumars takes one end, and together we fasten the necklace in place. It hangs before her chest like a banner.

Kiyumars dips his hands in the henna again. He turns to the camel, about to rub color into her back, when he gasps.

I look over his shoulder. At first I cannot see it. But now halfway up her single hump a thin line shows, where the hair doesn’t lie perfectly flat. It runs two hands-width long.

Kiyumars looks at me with frightened eyes.

We both know what the scar means. Someone cut fat from this camels hump, a practice of our people for millennia. But now we know, through the teachings of Muhammad, that the Merciful One expressly forbids it: Live animals are never to suffer at the hand of man. An old scar, to be sure. Nevertheless, this camel has been defiled.

“She appeared to be the finest camel, my prince. In the name of the Merciful One, this is truth.”

“Was no other camel brought here yesterday and prepared for sacrifice?” I ask, though I can see the holding pen is otherwise empty.

“She is the only one, my prince.” Kiyumars’ voice shakes. An error regarding sacrifices could call for grave punishment. The local royal family holds to old Persian customs that go against Islam; they would have Kiyumars nailed by his ears to the wall out front of the palace, just as they do to those who break the fast during the monthlong celebration of Ramadhan. I wince at the thought. My hand instinctively takes his upper arm and pulls him close. My chest swells with the need to protect Kiyumars.

But is it written anywhere that a camel who has been violated in this way cannot be sacrificed? I recall no such prohibition, though I have to admit I remember more of the Persian folktales in the Shahnameh than of the Arab holy words in the Qur’an.

I could ask the imam—the prayer leader—just to be sure. But the Feast of Sacrifices is one of the two most important holy days of the lunar year —so the Shah should know the rules that govern it. Likewise, the Shah’s son should know. Consultation would be a sign of weakness.

The answer must lie within me.

Think, Orasmyn.

This camel is imperfect. But all the camels in our herd have some defect or other. They have to. Such is the way of the world. This may be the best camel available, despite her scar.

Kiyumars puts both hands to his cheeks, forgetting the henna in his desperation and turning himself orange. “It is my thoughtlessness. Jumail is the only camel prepared for sacrifice. Forgive me, my prince.”

Jumail? This is the Arab word for “little camel,” not the Persian one. This camel clearly belongs to Islam. I reach high and put my hands over her muzzle, trying to pull myself up so I can look into her eyes. The camel stares at me a moment, then blinks and jerks her head away. But she doesn’t bare her teeth. Jumail is ready for sacrifice.

I scan my memory for wisdom from the Qu’ran. “The Merciful One forgives our dietary lapses more easily than most other lapses.”

“Yes,” says Kiyumars with hope in his voice.

Now I search my memory for wisdom from our people’s traditions, wisdom my nursemaid Ava taught me. “And eating camel meat rekindles faith,” I say softly.

“The people will be grateful,” says Kiyumars. “Especially the sick, my prince.”

I think of the sick, for whom half the meat of this camel will be salted and set aside. They will chew it all year long for strength no other meat can give. Nothing would be gained by failing to sacrifice this beast.

And I cannot believe the Merciful One would want Kiyumars to suffer for an innocent oversight. Indeed, if animals are not to suffer at the hand of man, how then can humans be allowed such suffering?

I fasten a necklace of bells around the camel, high up and tight, so that it rides in front of the arch of her neck. Then I stand tall before my servant, my friend.

Kiyumars bows to me. When he rises, he smears the camels hump with henna, putting extra on the scar that disappeared with his first swipe. I add a strand of precious stones between the necklace of bells and the necklace of mirrors. After Kiyumars finishes coloring the camel’s back, I spread the fine Kashmir shawl across her. She is ready.

Everything has been done correctly.

Or almost everything.

In an instant I am cold. It is nearly impossible to be cold anywhere in my country in the summer, even at the start of summer, even in Tabriz. Yet I shiver now. It is as though a tiny being flutters around my head, blowing and blowing. It as as though a storm begins.



CHAPTER TWO

The Pari

The bazaar is thronged with the faithful, as always. But this morning they do not barter for cloth or copper vessels, for wool or carpets. And this morning the number of people is multiplied many times, for the women have come out of their homes to stand beside the men, and the zarehun—the farmers—have left the fields to take their place along the sides of the road. All have come out for the procession.

Little boys run before the hajjiha—the pilgrims—picking up small stones and sticks. Normally they use brooms to sweep the streets, but on the Feast of Sacrifices no brooms are allowed, because the broken needles left behind by sweeping might pierce the bare feet of the hajjiha. I am grateful; many times on my pilgrimage I walked for days. But I’ve been home long enough that my feet have grown tender again.

Behind the row of hajjiha comes the ram to be sacrificed by the local royals. Next comes the camel to be sacrificed by the Shah. A gap follows these two animals, a gap in which the bells of their necklaces jingle, happy and light. If they know they are to die, they must be filled with rapture at the prospect. To give ones life for the Merciful One, that is true privilege.

After the gap come the music makers: the men blowing saz — oboes — my favorite instruments, besides the human voice, that is. And one man playing the kerna — a trumpet as tall as he is. And then a row of men on kettledrums. This music isn’t new. We hear it every night and at all festivals. And during the month of Ramadhan, we hear it before each dawn. Familiarity endears it to me. This is the music of my faith. I listen to it from my position far in the front of the procession and it is muted, like the sound of water in a river on the far side of a stand of trees. A smile swells my cheeks, though this is a solemn feast.

I know the Shah comes immediately behind the music makers, flanked by his most loyal servants. When we travel long distances, my father rides in the caravan with Mother. I used to ride there with them when I was young. But in processions, Father sits on a horse. Today it is a white horse, an Arabian, accustomed to the sands.

I was with Father when the messenger brought this horse as an advance gift from one of the guests who will arrive tonight or early tomorrow for the weeklong hunt Father has organized. An even longer hunt will be arranged for the end of summer. A white horse augurs well; Father plans to ride it in the hunt. Today its tail is dyed red, along with the tails of all the other royal horses. I imagine the horse now, red tail held high, head higher. Father in his high crown, his taj, astride that horse—what a magnificent sight; Mother’s heart must be near bursting from pride as she sits on the carpet in the caravan.

I hear the cries of the people who break jars and scatter the sugar that was in them beneath the feet of the royal horses. They wish my family well.

Then come the local royals, greeted warmly by the crowds, but not quite as warmly as the Shah, of course.

We stop at the appointed place in the street. Two barrels of water await us, two shining daggers, many empty bowls. The hajjiha surround the sheep and camel. The music makers back into the crowd. The royalty stops and dismounts.

Now it is the turn of the mourners. The rest of us stay silent as the castanets click. Men with their heads plastered in mud kneel and throw dirt upon themselves. Women loosen their braids and scratch their own faces. The penitents join them; flagellants nick the front of their heads; blood streams down their chests. They beseech the Merciful One to purify them.

I am cold again—that sudden, inexplicable cold that seized me in the holding pen with Kiyumars this morning. I look around at the crowd. A peasant rubs the amulet that hangs from his neck to protect against the evil eye. The woman standing next to him touches the wrist of her small daughter, then puts her hand on the ground to transfer any evil that would prey on her child into the harmless, unharmable dirt. We are all quivering at the sight of so much sorrow—the penitents’ sorrow.

At last the calamity criers grow quiet. I fold my hands in front of me and step to the side as the other hajjiha turn the sheep and the camel toward Mecca. A barrel of water is set before each animal. They drink greedily. The sheep stops quickly, but the camel keeps drinking, in her huge capacity. She drinks half the barrel and is still going. People fidget; the camel drinks. If she finishes the barrel, that might mean she could have drunk even more. It is wrong to sacrifice an animal without first giving it cool waters to slake its thirst. Compassion allows for no less.

I step forward and look into the barrel. The camel has drunk three-fourths of the water and is still drinking. Drinking and drinking. The hajjiha instinctively move closer together. The camel lifts her head from the barrel, and the sun glints off the drops caught in her muzzle hairs. The hajji on the other side of the camel peeks into the barrel now. He turns to us and nods; the camel has been satisfied, and water still remains. As the hajji beside me lets out a sigh, I realize I, too, have been holding my breath.

Now two hajjiha pick up the daggers and take their posts beside the animals. The imam steps to the front and leads us in prayer. We make our bows to thank the Merciful One for accepting the sacrifice. I bow, too, but I rise quickly, careful not to linger. If Mother is watching, she will not be able to pick me out from the other hajjiha; she cannot try to send me her strength. My own strength thickens my arms and neck.

The camel throws her head up, takes a step backward. Perhaps she sensed the change in the crowd? Perhaps she’s seen what a dagger can do? In this instant, I know her fear. My hand reaches out to rest on her flank, a feeble attempt to console her.

The daggers make a single gash to the neck. I fight the urge to look away. My throat, my cheeks, my eyes sting with sympathy. I force myself to keep my hand on her flank.

The sacrifice is good; neither the head of the sheep nor that of the camel is severed. The blood is caught in the huge pottery bowls held beneath the wounds. The sweet smell of the blood turns my stomach. All the hajjiha, all of us together, help the animals sink to their knees, then, finally, rest on their sides.

A spasm shakes the belly of the huge camel. My hands want to comfort her again; I kneel on them to hold them back, for comfort now would be inappropriate—this death is sacred.

The Kashmir shawl on the camels back comes away. My throat tightens in worry, but the scar on her hump is invisible. Her eyes stay open —even the inner eyelid that protects against blowing desert sands doesn’t lower. Yet she is dead, for the hajji who held his hand on her heart has withdrawn.

The butchers have already begun their work. The skins are peeled off carefully. They will be saved for a rug, in the case of the sheep, and vests and shoes, in the case of the camel. Now the butchers pull out the intestines and coil them into bowls. They will be dried, and pieces will be given to anyone who wants to attach them to a wall to ward off the evil eye, a custom that goes back centuries, long before Islamic times. The right eye of the sheep is scooped out. It, also, will be dried, then sewn into the bonnet of the new baby in the local royal family, to ban ill luck. Women come forward now with armfuls of cotton. They soak up the sheep and camel blood.

The royal cooks skewer the halal meat—the sacrificial meat —on sticks and carry it to the pits specially prepared in my garden. The people follow in two streams along the street, the men on one side, the women on the other.

I walk without speaking to anyone, absorbed in the crowd. Gradually I slough off the sadness in my heart that comes at every sacrifice.

We pass the tavern run by Christians, who look out the window at us. I look back with equal interest. The writings of Rumi, the best-loved mystic of Islam, teaches that all religions are true: Muslim, Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, Jew — all worship the one and only God. Still, I don’t know any of the faces in that tavern — I’ve never had a Christian friend. Often the tavern clients raise a glass in greeting to the passers on the street, but no one dares salute today. The Feast of Sacrifices sobers everyone.

Four years ago, when I was thirteen, Father’s right-hand man, Shahpour, took me to the taverns a month after my circumcision. I tasted Christian wine, and Hebrew wine, too, though intoxicating drink is forbidden to all Islam. The Merciful One tries not to burden his faithful unduly with restrictions that are hard to obey, and He is all merciful in accepting us back when we have strayed. That straying was an experience to remember, or so said Shahpour. I fell asleep and had to be carried home; I can remember only the beginnings of the evening.

I am walking around the perimeter of the palace now. Enormous vats hang over open fires. The better parts of the mutton and camel meat are being roasted or salted for drying; the stomach and tails are boiling for the servants; and all the rest has gone into stews in these vats. Ghorme sabzi: minced parsley and cilantro, fenugreek and mint, all fried in olive oil, then cubes of meat simmered, then water and red beans added on top. All will be served on a bed of rice. The smell makes my mouth water. Fasting isn’t required today, even of the hajjiha who actually slay the animals. Fasting is required only during the daylight hours of Ramadhan — fasting and contemplation. But most of the hajjiha who assisted at the sacrifice today will fast, I’m sure.

I breathe in the aromas of the meal, lingering especially over the many deserts made with honey. I love the candies of honey and almond the best.

Fasting is difficult. But that’s what makes it worth doing. Discipline, self-restraint, generosity toward those who truly lack the necessities of life—that’s what fasting is about.

The prayer leader’s assistant cries out the adhan — the call to prayer — from the minaret, the tall mosque tower. Everyone takes a turn at the basins of fresh water that are lined up along the edges of the pavilion just for that purpose; we wash our face and hands and run our wet fingers through the middle of our hair and over the tops of our feet. We face Mecca and make four rakatha, offering the midday prayers, our lips almost touching the ground, speaking softly to the world.

Men sit in circles around the sophreh—the sheets on the floor — careful to keep our feet from touching the cloth. Servants come with pots of rice, followed by others with pots of stew. They prepare the bowls at each table, rice on the bottom, stew piled high on top. When a bowl is offered to me, I find the strength to resist; I pass it on to the next man.

The women harpists take their positions at one corner of the pavilion. Though they are almost completely covered, their femininity prevails in the graceful music. They play harmoniously. Baskets of candies sit on the floor beside them, for the taking. I think of the sugar Kiyumars fed the camel as we dressed her for the sacrifice.

Sugar on a tongue, on my tongue, on a woman’s tongue.

I excuse myself and walk the path, through the arch over the entrance to the walled park, out toward the Alborz Mountains. Mount Damavand looms in the distance, the air above it calm, though I know the earth within it can burn and bubble out and over its peak, down its sides. Once, a visiting Frenchman, gazing upon our volcano, told Father it reminded him of Frenchwomen. He said they give the perfume of roses — and French roses are the best in the world — but they consume like lava.

Though he spoke in his own tongue, not my Persian tongue, I understood what he said, because I’ve studied Latin and the French of Paris, along with Arabic and Greek and Turkish, since I was small. The latter three languages, naturally, are essential for religious and commerce purposes. But Father believes it is impossible to know the heads of Europeans if you can’t speak Latin, and impossible to know their hearts if you can’t speak French.

I listened intently. I didn’t believe what he said about French roses, of course, for how could they be better than my beloved gulhaye sourkh? But the part about women, that fascinated me.

The women of my country are not volcanic, I don’t think. Oh, they are full of secrets to be discovered. But their secrets are like the secrets of the earth. The vale of Kashmir, in the eastern part of Persia, looks bleak and dead in the autumn. The fields turn silver. But I have walked through those fields; I have knelt among the diminutive lavender blossoms; my hands have swept away the brush from around the autumn wild crocuses with their orange-red stigmata and styles—the source of saffron. Sweet; savory; sabzi—spices. I will enjoy discovering my wife’s secrets, learning her perfumes.

“Prince! Prince Orasmyn!” Kiyumars runs up the path. “You can’t go walking so far.”

I stopped at his first words, but now I walk again. It is not right that Kiyumars should tell me what I can or cannot do. I stretch my neck long in irritation.

“It isn’t safe, my prince,” calls Kiyumars. He arrives at my side. “Come back with me.”

His earnestness brushes away my irritation. I laugh. “Isn’t safe?”

Kiyumars pants as he catches his breath. “They’ve brought in lions and tigers from India.”

“What do you mean?”

“For the hunt, my prince. The Shah has vowed to kill a lion with his bare hands.”

I know that boast. Long ago lions roamed the plateaus of Persia, not just far in the east, near India, like today. Ancient kings — Darius and his son Xerxes and so many others—took pride in wounding them with arrows, then strangling them with their hands. I don’t need to imagine the vile scene, for the Shahnameh has illustrations. Why, Bahram Gur even hunted down the dreadful karg, the legendary beast with a single horn long as a sword. Courage in the hunt is much valued.

As of tomorrow, I will need to make scarce of myself, so as not to shame my father in front of his friends. My dear father, who loves me so, turns away in disgust when I refuse invitations to join the hunt. He says if I can thrill to hunt and battle on the pages of books, then I should thrill to it on the field.

I am already walking quickly back toward the palace, Kiyumars dashing along with me. In this hunting park there is no end to peacocks and ostriches, deer and wild boar. But Father likes to make his blood rush now and then. That’s what he said to me the last time he brought in beasts of prey for the hunt. This park is so large that wild animals can be set loose, and still the game is difficult. Indeed, the last time beasts were brought here, the hunters saw neither the lion nor the tiger. The Indian servants had to catch them again and take them away after the week’s hunt ended. For them it was easy: Indian hunting servants learn the ways of wild cats in childhood; their land overruns with lions and tigers.
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