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Prologue
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Once there was a city of women.

Little remains of it now but its name; the few accounts that survive are incomplete and contradictory. Most suggest that it was inaccessible, in a far desert region, beyond the reach of common travellers. But all the stories begin with ‘Once . . .’: the city’s remoteness was, perhaps, a matter of time rather than distance. Be that as it may, in the stories that have come down to us few narrators have anything to say of the city’s whereabouts; fewer still claim to have seen it in person. This is the tale of one man who made that claim.

The young adventurer had been raised since childhood on legends of far-off lands and the treasures of gold and knowledge to be won there. Among others he heard of the City of Women, described to him in hushed tones as a prodigy of nature. Its rulers were women, he was assured, as were its judges and advisers. Female architects had laid out its streets and houses, and female masons had raised them. Its army was well equipped and well trained, for the city had many enemies – though the old storytellers differed as to who these enemies might be, or the cause of their enmity. They agreed, however, that its arts and sciences had flourished – and perhaps still did. For in the city’s heyday there had appeared strange and exquisite jewels, pots and tapestries, scrolls of poetry and silk paintings, which circulated among the wealthy and earned exorbitant prices for any merchant lucky enough to get hold of one; and from where else could they have come? Words and images to equal those of the masters, but no master laid claim to them, and where the master’s imprint should be there would appear a woman’s name: Maysoon, Noor, Farhat; or an unfamiliar symbol of feather, leaf or flower. And, the stories maintained, such treasures would still appear in the marketplace from time to time, if one knew where to look.

After a drink or two, still wilder claims might be made. It was said that there were women physicians there with the skill to cure all diseases, even (though some called the notion blasphemous) women philosophers, scholars and divines. And a few went further – in that city, they said, was the source of wisdom itself: a book containing all knowledge.

It was this rumour that prompted our adventurer to set out, without any map or more directions than could be found in drunken travellers’ tales, to search for the City of Women. A book of all knowledge! What long-tormenting questions could be answered, what hidden treasures discovered! And, he concluded, if this book of knowledge could confer such benefits on a gaggle of women, what vistas of opportunity might it open to a hero?

He took only two camels and travelled for many months, at first confidently, following the hints and directions of the old men’s stories into the deep desert. When the landmarks failed and the sun began to scorch his eyes, he slept by day and found his way by the stars. One camel dropped in its harness and died, then the other. And there came a day when his last skin of water was empty, and, wandering on an endless plain of sand and rocks which was unmarked by so much as a thistle, he came at last upon his own tracks. The horizon was a vast circle around him: ochre and dun on all sides, pitiless blue above. The heat pressed him downwards. He fell to his knees, and then onto his face beneath the unblinking sun.

He awoke to a gentle rocking motion and a glare of light that dazzled his eyes. He was being carried on a litter by four black-robed figures, while a fifth walked beside him. As he blinked upwards this one held a little flask to his lips, bending towards him solicitously as he drank. Above her veil, her eyes shone black as olives. The drink was sweet and searingly strong, and the traveller spluttered and tried to rise, but his companion laid a hand on his arm and told him to be still. We have carried you for two days, she said. If you give us no more trouble we can reach the city by nightfall.

Her voice, though sweet, was full of command, and her hand was strong. The traveller obeyed her, and as he lay and listened to the quiet talk of his bearers, it came to him that all five were women, though they carried him along with no more trouble or ceremony than a sick child. He could not make out their speech, or his delirium prevented him from understanding them. He lay still, shielding his face against the sun’s dazzle and watching the women’s slender figures out of the corners of his eyes. Many times he slept and woke again; his bearers disturbed him only to give him water. It was darkening towards evening when the women finally slowed, and the horizon burned with sunset. He strained to see the position of the sun, but it was behind him, or else cut off by the shapes of buildings that rose like a mirage all around him.

They entered the city as night was falling, and its walls blazed like gold in the low sun and in the light of a thousand torches. Two women pulled the heavy gates closed behind them; the traveller saw with wonder that both were uncovered: bare-headed and bare-armed. And his escorts, after setting his litter on the ground and helping him to rise, took off their own veils. At first shame overcame him and he could not look at them – but was he not a hero? Had he not faced death itself to gain this place? Taking courage, he raised his eyes to the woman nearest to him, who returned his gaze gravely. Her face was of surpassing loveliness, though her hair was threaded with grey.

Is this . . . he asked her, and his voice was a dry chirp like a cricket’s. Is this the city of fair ladies, of which I have heard in legend?

This is Bessa, she answered. As to what you have heard in legend, I cannot tell.

Bessa was one of the names the traveller had heard from his drunken informants. In his head the book of knowledge was already opening its pages to him, but he managed to guard his tongue and asked only that he might see something of the city. His voice was still harsh with lack of use, and his compliments and courtesies sounded strained in his own ears. But his hosts seemed unconcerned, and one of their number stepped forward and offered to lead him. The girl’s mouth made the traveller think of rose petals, and for some time he found it hard to look away from her face at the marvels around them. But they were marvels that she showed him.

He saw domes and towers there, he swore afterwards; gushing fountains, houses hung with vines and gardens of jewelled fruit. The torch-lit streets were filled with a cheerful din of voices, like the marketplaces of the towns he knew at home, with merchants, citizens, idlers each holding on to the last light of the day and a little beyond, to drink one last cup, make one last bargain before going home. But here the voices were all of women. He saw them packing up stalls, leading camels, selling wine and drinking it at outdoor booths: women of all ages and kinds. Some were round-breasted and slender; some stately, as tall as himself. All were uncovered; all, to the traveller’s fevered eyes, as beautiful as the stars. Yet they were dressed plainly, some in desert robes, others in what seemed men’s working clothes. There were silver-haired matrons, young mothers with babes, small children who giggled and pointed at the stranger.

How do you come by children, in a city of women? he asked his guide. (Like many heroes, he was a man of little discretion.) The young woman laughed, but gave him no reply.

She took him further into the city, and his wonder grew as he walked. She told him a little of this and that: Here is our square for dancing or disputing, there the schoolhouse. This garden is reserved for those who need to rest their spirits.

But no word of what he had come so far to find. At length he could bear the uncertainty no more, and he stopped and asked his guide outright. But the book, he said, the book of all knowledge. Where do you keep that?

She stopped too, looking not angered at his rudeness but thoughtful, and perhaps also amused. With a courteous gesture she turned, retracing some of their path, and led him into what seemed the outskirts of the city, to a low stone house set apart from the others. Gesturing to him to wait, she slipped inside, and he heard quiet voices. This is what you seek, she told him when she reappeared.

He had to duck beneath the arch of the door. His guide drew the curtain behind him and left him there. The room was cooler than the warm evening, darker than the torch-lit night outside. A lamp cast its small circle of light, and in the light sat a thin woman with a book in her hands. His heart leaped at the sight. It was a small volume, but thick and richly bound: as she turned a page its cover glinted with the colours of jewels. An urge seized him to take the book now, grab it and run into the night. He had taken a step forward when the reader, who till now had not seemed to notice his presence, lifted her hand in a gesture of welcome.

Sit down if you wish, she said, without raising her eyes from the book.

There was a second stool by her own: he took it and risked a glance over her shoulder. The book was in no language he had ever seen: even the characters were strange to him. He could not make out a single word. He sat motionless, at the end of his road, while the woman read quietly beside him. After a while she sighed, closed the book and looked at him. Her eyes were black as ink, and as unreadable as the characters in the book.

You have come a long way, she said at last.

At that, all his frustration burst from him. And all for nothing! he cried, leaping to his feet. What use is a book that cannot be read?

She smiled and laid the book aside, and he saw on the low table beyond her a heap of other volumes. She gestured into the darkness around them, and he saw for the first time that the room was lined with cabinets, each one filled with scrolls, tablets, leather-bound spines.

Not for nothing, maybe. I am the librarian of Bessa, she said. And I am also the book you seek; there is no other.

Before first light the women who had found him came for him again. They gave him dried dates and all the water he could carry, and two of them led him away from the city. The wind covered their footprints. By dawn they stood on a featureless plain; the women pointed to the south where he could see, many leagues off, the bushes that marked a waterhole, and they watched him as he made towards it.

He never looked back, he said. He knew as he walked that he would never return to the City of Women, and no persuasion would make him tell any man the way there. Sometimes, when very drunk, he would hint: over such-and-such a mountain; west for three days, or maybe five . . . but no more. Nor would he ever say what he had asked the living book, or what she had told him during their time together. Some wisdom is too precious to be revealed, he said. But for the rest of his life, as he wandered from town to town, he was assured of a drink and a bed everywhere he went, just for the story.


Rem Speaks of These Matters

[image: image]

The truth opens gradually, like a flower. Or else it falls on you all at once, like a bag of spanners.

The City of Women was both greater and less than you imagine.

I am a book in which the future is written. I am a woman whom you might pass in the street without noticing, and never again be able to call to mind.

My name is Rem, and I can see the future. It’s my gift. The Increate parted the veils for me and bade me look, which I did. Am doing. Will do. Tenses get a bit confused at that point, as I’m sure you’ll understand, and unravelling them again can be a bitch.

I can be a bitch, too: I was taught by an expert. Unlike the sight, it’s a gift I’ve come to value more and more as life goes on.

The sight has its upside and its downside. On the one hand, it gives you a kind of perfect sense of your own location. You can never lose yourself in the ever-branching forest of cause and effect, because you can see the invisible threads that link every effect back to its cause, at one remove and two and three and four, and so on back to the effect that had no cause and caused all things. On the other hand, that very certainty as to where you stand can be paralysing. Any motion you make, any degree of freedom you have, is – from the standpoint of eternity – infinitesimal, so you might as well not move at all.

I only ever knew one human being of whom that was not true, who seemed to move with perfect freedom, and around whose actions all things wheeled like the tethered tracks of an astrolabe.

But I’ll speak of those things in their place.

In the meantime, and for the sake of context, imagine me against a backdrop of dry and baking sand. Shallow waterholes, of the kind called camel-licks, are spaced a hundred miles apart in the desert that seems to have no end: sky-blue eyes that stare up at the Increate in unblinking worship. When those eyes close in summer, the desert is impassable. There are deeper wells too, of course, but these cannot be seen because wherever one was found a caravanserai sprang up, and then a town, and then in some cases a city. Water, for all that it pools and flows and has no shape of its own, is the wheel on which we are shaped. In Bessa, where I was keeper of the books, there is a day of observance when we show our gratitude to Heaven for its liquid bounty by not drinking from sunup to sundown. Our parched lips move in prayer, but the only words we speak are ‘Thank you.’

It won’t always be like this: the deserts, the scattered cities, the model of a civilisation laid out like a string of pearls across the silent immensity of As-Sahra, the great nothing. One day we’ll be gone, and the sands will close over us. One day the sun will set in the east and rise in the west. Not literally, you understand: that’s just a poetic way of saying that sooner or later the Increate is going to decide to park his car in someone else’s driveway. The power of Persia and Arabia will wane, and the infidel kingdoms will have their day.

Oh, don’t fret. This will be a whole sackful of centuries from now, and despite the Earth tilting wildly on its geopolitical axis, nothing else is going to change very much. Oh, except magic. Magic just stops working somewhere along the way, more or less overnight. Quantum physics steps into the gap, strutting like a rooster.

What else? In fifteen hundred years someone will figure out a way to squeeze black juice out of the yellow sand, and that will get everyone very excited. Some people who were rich already will get a lot richer, and some people who were poor will be told that they’re rich but will be pretty sure that they’re not.

A century or so after that, the desert will become a sort of prophet in its own right, preaching to the nations of the world and telling them that to be barren is their inalienable destiny. Into every land the heat will march like an army, build ramparts of baking air, defying humankind to come against it.

I’m hitting the high points here, you understand, missing out a lot of stuff that’s mostly in a similar vein. And I’d like to make it clear from the outset that despite the male pronoun that slipped past my inner editor earlier on, I don’t really think of the supreme being as a man. It’s just a habit, a linguistic default built into me during the years of my childhood, and even though I lived in a place that came to be called the City of Women that’s still the way my mind works when I slip it into idle and let it coast. I’d like to break the habit, but I’m a realist: I know that if I start off by referring to the Increate as a woman I won’t keep to it, and it’s a pain in the base of the spine to scrape ink (especially the indelible ink in which I write) off limed and scudded calfskin.

However that might be (and I could write a treatise on equivocation and compromise), sex – sex in all of its senses – is at the centre of this story. It’s at the centre of everything, isn’t it? Assuming you’re of post-pubertal age in your own personal where-and-when, you probably have a few opinions on the subject yourself, and whether they’re for or against I’ll bet good money that they’re intense. Intensity is part of the package. Sooner or later our souls find their centre of gravity in a hot, salt-tasting kiss and a trembling touch. Trembling is a good sign: it means you’re open to a world that knows you’re coming.

I reached for the shaving knife there, intending to banish that last sentence from the calfskin because it sounded so much like a tired, dig-in-the-ribs play on words. But let it stand. So many terms denoting orgasm also mean arrival, and that’s a trend that will continue through all the ages of man (and woman). Ich komme. J’arrive. Vengo. Only the people of the far north, in a land that will be called Hungary, will choose to express the sexual climax in a word that means ‘I just left.’

For me it was coming, not going. Arriving, not leaving. I’m here now, aren’t I? I’m not going anywhere. And in spite of all I’ve lost, all the friends I’ve said farewell to when I’d barely learned the inflections of their names, I cannot envisage, and could not endure, a Hungarian orgasm. Give me excess of love, whatever it costs. We pay with our souls, and if we die with our souls intact we know we haven’t loved enough.

But here I am, going on about myself and my own business as if I was at the centre of this story, instead of out on its edge. I promise not to do that too often. The next time I walk on-stage, I’ll do so quietly and demurely. I’ll try not to draw any more attention to myself than I strictly deserve, which – if I’m brutally honest – isn’t much.

This is not my story. It’s the story of Zuleika and Gursoon, Hakkim Mehdad, the legate En-Sadim, Imad-Basur, Anwar Das, Bethi, Imtisar, the Lion of the Desert and the seven djinni. It’s the story of the City of Women: of how it came to be, how it flourished, and how it was destroyed by a reckless and irrevocable act of mercy.

A curiosity: my name, Rem, will someday come to mean a line of text in a language spoken only by machines. Specifically, it will mean a line that the machines can safely ignore – one that’s only there as a mnemonic, a placeholder, for the people who give the machines their orders. A REM line might say something like ‘this bit is a self-contained sub-loop’ or ‘Steve Perlman in Marketing is a shit.’ The program as a whole rolls on past and around the REM lines, ignores them completely as it takes its shape, moves through its pre-ordained sequences, unfolds its wonders.

My mother named me well.


BOOK THE FIRST


Bokhari Al-Bokhari and His Three Hundred and Sixty-Five Concubines
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Once, long ago – so long ago, indeed, that historical records of any accuracy are almost impossible to come by – in a land of endless desert where water was scarcer than gold and truth scarcer than water, there was a city.

The name of the city was Bessa, and its ruler, the sultan Bokhari Al-Bokhari, was a man of no account at all. Al-Bokhari was strong neither in virtue nor in vice: he used his position primarily to gratify his sensual appetites, and left the running of the city to his viziers and other court officials.

These latter were a mixed bag, as such people tend to be. Some enriched themselves from the public coffers, flourishing in the sultan’s benign inattention like flowers that grow best in shady corners. Others lay back and let the current carry them through an easy and unreflective life. Some few did their jobs to the best of their ability, setting up oases of justice and good governance in the city’s general ruck of disorder.

It should not be assumed, by the way, that this was widely lamented. Bessa had had its share of tyrants, and most people who had an opinion on such things felt that a lazy hedonist was a comparatively light burden to bear. The risk of being flogged or beheaded for a minor misdemeanour was greatly lessened: heterodoxy in matters of faith and pluralism in the arts were tolerated, if not exactly celebrated. There was even a move afoot to allow women to officiate in the temples of the Increate, but this was unlikely to succeed. Who would follow a woman in prayer? Dogs? Camels? Other women?

So Bessa enjoyed its minor efflorescence, while the sultan enjoyed the rights and privileges of his exalted position. Chief among these was his seraglio.

The seraglio numbered three-hundred-and-sixty-five concubines, most of whom were young and comely. They had all been young and comely when they first arrived, but time takes its toll, and the complaisant sultan did not trouble to weed out from the throng those women who had declined in the vale of years. He just wasn’t that efficient – and furthermore he knew that in the great game of love, youth did not always trump all other hands. Some of the older concubines were still very much frequented by Al-Bokhari, while the Lady Gursoon was like an unofficial vizier, routinely consulted by the sultan on matters of state up to and including treaties and trade negotiations.

Oh, he had wives too, to be sure. Only ten of those, but because they were wives, with contracts and nuptial oaths to their credit, they had rank and privilege far above mere concubines. Their children were legitimate, and stood in line for the throne. They stood in line for a lot of other things, too, because there were dozens of them, and the palace – though of course it was of vast extent – was barely wide enough to contain their assorted magnificences.

The seraglio was a separate establishment within the same walls, and by and large was a fairly cheerful one. The concubines were allowed to keep their children with them, and they lived in luxury, with storytellers and musicians to attend them. Their sole responsibility was to attend the sultan in his chamber from time to time, and for most of them that chore did not come more often than once in five or six years.

The concubines’ children, of course, were not legitimate and stood in line for nothing. But the girls were assured of a dowry when they came of age, and the boys of a good start in any career they chose so long as they took their leave of Bessa once their height topped four feet. Bokhari Al-Bokhari wanted no arguments about the succession, and bastards can sometimes complicate the issue without even meaning to.

There is more to tell about the sultan which might be of some trifling interest, but I will forbear to tell it because his death occurs at the outset of our story, and thereafter he is of no concern to us.

In Bessa, as has already been said, there was a fair degree of religious tolerance. The Jidur, the garden of voices, was a proud institution in that city, and anyone was allowed to preach there. This was not Bokhari Al-Bokhari’s innovation – he inherited it from his father – but it was his downfall.

Among the holy men in the Jidur there sprang up one Hakkim Mehdad, a humourless and driven Ascetic, who regarded the sultan’s womanising and loose living as direct affronts to the Increate. Hakkim Mehdad preached a sermon full of bright and blistering denunciations. Every day that he rose to his feet in the Jidur, his followers grew in number, until one day they stormed the palace and in an access of homicidal devotion effected a regime change.

The sultan himself was beheaded, and his head mounted on a stake in the centre of the Jidur. Hakkim preached upon it, unable to resist such a potent illustration of the hollow, fleeting nature of earthly pleasures. Afterwards, inspired by his own eloquence, he ordered the sultan’s wives and children similarly slaughtered, and their bodies burned upon a pyre.

The man charged with carrying out this order was a dour soldier named Ashraf, a fervent follower of Hakkim now suddenly raised to the status of captain of the guard. There were no chinks in the armour of Ashraf’s righteousness, and the atrocity caused him no pangs of conscience. Withal, he was something of a misogynist, and felt that the world would probably have been a better place if the Increate had not put women in it in the first place.

But for all his faults he was punctilious and obedient, and also logical and methodical in his thinking. He did not stretch his brief into a wholesale slaughter of the royal household. The wives were to be killed, and the legitimate children: that was only sensible. The wives shared the husband’s fate, as chattels wholly dependent upon him and wholly subsumed to his will. The children had to die because living heirs might someday challenge for the throne. The concubines, however, along with their bastard offspring, were outside Captain Ashraf’s remit, and he told the men under his command to let them be.

Because of this forbearance, something happened which – though seemingly small – would have a profound effect on the lives of all the actors in this narrative. It was, veritably, the pebble that swells to avalanche; the feather that tips the scales; the fluttering wing of the butterfly that begets the mother of tempests.

Unlike the concubines, the wives were mostly of an age with the sultan himself: they had done their wifely duty long before, and the children they had borne the sultan, now grown to adulthood, had their own rooms spread throughout the palace. But there was one, Oosa, who was younger than the rest, and she had borne Jamal, the son of the sultan’s old age. Jamal was but twelve years old, and since he had not been given rooms of his own, he lived alternately in his mother’s chambers and in the seraglio with his illegitimate brothers and sisters.

On the day of the coup, when the sultan was dragged from his bed and beheaded, and armed men stationed themselves on all the stairwells and external gateways of the palace to prevent anyone from entering or leaving, Oosa saw which way the wind was blowing. She called her maid, Sharissia, to her, and with hot tears in her eyes, spoke thusly.

‘I’m dead, Shari. We’re all dead, and cannot be saved. But if I have been kind to you, and if you think of me as a friend as well as a mistress, take these jewels as a gift, and do me one final favour!’

Sharissia burst into tears in her turn. Through gulping breaths, she assured the queen (and perhaps herself) that nobody would die. Surely the new ruler would need queens! And servants! Why give yourself unnecessary labour when you could inherit a whole household?

By this time the followers of Hakkim were already moving through the royal quarters, threshing their inhabitants with swords and knives. Screams ironically undercut Sharissia’s words. She pressed her fist to her mouth and moaned. ‘Oh, the Increate preserve me!’

‘And so he might, if you do as I say,’ Oosa said urgently. ‘My son, Jamal – take him to the seraglio, and give him to the Lady Gursoon. She’s wise, and knows how to keep her own counsel. Let my son hide among the bastards. No one will look for him there, and I hope that no one will trouble to count corpses when this terrible day is over. Help me in this, Shari, that your own children may live long, and I will look down on you from Heaven and heap further blessings on you! In the meantime, this ruby alone is worth two hundred in gold, and here’s a necklace too. I think the white stones are diamonds . . .’

Oosa thrust Jamal upon the maid as she spoke. That put four hands at her disposal, so to speak, and she piled absurd quantities of jewellery into the trembling grip of both Sharissia and her beloved son as they made their progress across the ransacked room. Finally she hustled them down a back staircase whose entrance was concealed by a tapestry (erotic scenes from the Mufaddaliyat – a perennial favourite of the former sultan’s). Jamal’s scream of ‘Mother!’ echoed in her ears as she slammed the door closed.

As soon as the tapestry was tugged back into place, the queen turned to see a swordsman striding towards her, grim-faced and black-robed. It was that same Captain Ashraf mentioned earlier: he slew Oosa with a single horizontal stroke of his blade across her throat even as she opened her mouth to speak. The queen fell before the tapestry, pinning it in place with her body – but in any case, Ashraf gave the intertwined figures on the golden cloth only a single disgusted glance before turning away and striding off in search of new victims.

It’s hard to pray with a slit throat, but in her heart Oosa thanked the All-Merciful that he had seen fit to save her child in this wise.

Sharissia ran to the seraglio, found the Lady Gursoon and gave her both the boy and the garbled explanation that pertained to him. Gursoon soothed the younger woman and reassured her, questioned her gently and patiently about the slaughter of the wives and legitimate princes and princesses, and considered what she and the other concubines should do next.

Some were in favour of fleeing, while flight was still an option – before the loathed Hakkim gave order for their deaths too. Gursoon counselled against this. The seraglio was inside the palace walls, after all, and there was no entry or exit save through the main gates, which would be guarded. They were at the usurper’s mercy, and could only hope that his thirst for blood would be sated by the atrocities already committed.

Knowing more than a little about how the minds of men work, Gursoon ordered the eunuchs to leave all doors unbarred and to retreat into the inner rooms of the seraglio. Meanwhile, she asked those among the concubines who could play instruments to fetch them now, and to play gently in the great communal room where the women were wont to meet. In like wise, she burned sticks of sandalwood and oil of myrrh, and placed screens of coloured glass across the windows to diffuse and tint the sunlight that streamed in. Sharissia was mystified by these proceedings: she couldn’t see how sweet perfume was going to hold back a sword. Her errand accomplished, she gave the prince Jamal one last tearful kiss, and fled.

When the men with reeking, dripping swords came loping across the door sills of the seraglio some four or five minutes later, they slowed to a halt, outfaced and stymied by the beauty and harmony they met there. The air was full of scents and sounds impossible to describe – a synaesthetic spider web that might be broken with a gesture and yet still held them fast. Women of inconceivable beauty offered them cool water from goblets of silver and pewter. The men drank, and realised too late how hard it is to disappoint someone who has offered you a courtesy. They were overstepping their orders in any case, carried here by the momentum of their own unleashed bloodlust. That tide abated now, and the killers retreated, checkmated by some dialogue between their hearts and this room that they hadn’t consciously been party to.

Hakkim Mehdad took formal possession of the palace and its contents some hours later, and was publicly proclaimed Sultan of Bessa on the following morning. Captain Ashraf asked him, in the afternoon of that second day, what should be done with Bokhari Al-Bokhari’s concubines.

Hakkim considered. The women were of no value in themselves, and certainly they could not remain in the palace: the idea was utterly repugnant to him. Killing them was a practical and economical solution. And yet . . .

Hakkim Mehdad was not a stupid man. He knew that a violent coup in Bessa would attract a certain degree of attention from the neighbouring cities and their respective potentates. They would wonder whether one city was the summit of Hakkim’s aims – and all the more so because he was a religious zealot rather than a man motivated by the usual concerns of avarice and naked ambition.

He decided, therefore, to spare the seraglio and to send the women as a gift to the most Serene and Exalted Kephiz Bin Ezvahoun, Caliph of Perdondaris. Perdondaris was by a very long way the most powerful among the cities of the plains, and such a gift would do no harm at all. Bin Ezvahoun might not need three-hundred-and-sixty-five beautiful young women, but he could always pass the gift along to friends and family, and he would doubtless appreciate the gesture.

At the same time, he would read the deeper meaning contained within it. Look upon me, Hakkim was saying: I cannot be bribed, and I am a stranger to the fleshly weaknesses that most men share. Provoke me, and you may find that you were better to have left me alone.

The newly anointed sultan gave orders, and Captain Ashraf took the matter into his care. He arranged for camels and camel-drivers to be assembled, and chose thirty reliable soldiers to accompany the caravan. All that was needed then was a diplomat to present the gift and carry out whatever ceremonial niceties accompanied it. It didn’t occur to the captain to inform the women themselves of their fate: they’d find out when the soldiers came to fetch them.

Finding a diplomat, though, turned out to be the most problematic part of the enterprise. There had been a great deal of looting and rioting on the day of the coup, and inevitably those of Bessa’s citizens who had enjoyed the most lavish and opulent lifestyles had come in for the largest share of the Ascetics’ crude score-settling. Diplomats as a class had been badly dented.

There was one man, though, who through the remoteness of his dwelling, the great height of his walls and the tenacity of his household soldiery had survived the cull. His name was En-Sadim, and he had several times served the late sultan Bokhari Al-Bokhari as a legate. Upon Ashraf’s applying to him, En-Sadim declared that he would be more than happy to serve the new regime in the same capacity. Though not himself an Ascetic, being as fond of a glass of wine and a beautiful woman as the next man, he believed that with a modicum of goodwill it was always possible to find common ground.

Captain Ashraf told him that his first official duty would be to take a consignment of concubines to the Caliph of Perdondaris.

En-Sadim said that he would be delighted to do so, and only raised an eyebrow at the number of concubines to be transported. ‘That must be almost the whole seraglio!’ he exclaimed.

‘It’s all of them,’ Ashraf answered. ‘The Holy One has no use for female flesh.’

For a moment, En-Sadim misunderstood. ‘Ah!’ he began. ‘Yes, sometimes, indeed, one prefers for a change a good, hard . . .’ The words died away in his mouth as he met the captain’s gaze.

The silence persisted for a second or more.

‘The Holy One is to be admired for his great virtue,’ En-Sadim concluded.

‘Yes,’ said Ashraf coldly. ‘He is. You leave for Perdondaris tomorrow. Be ready.’

You may imagine without my expanding on them the sorrows of the concubines, forced to depart so precipitately from the city of their birth, unable to say farewell to their families, or even in many cases to ascertain whether they still lived; thrown to the winds, and dependent now on the mercy of a stranger in a place so distant that for most of them it was only a word – a word that meant foreignness and power and white marble.

The children wept, and their mothers, weeping too, tried in vain to comfort them. ‘Well, well,’ the Lady Gursoon said, as she cradled the head of a woman less than half her age, and strove in some wise to still her tears, ‘from the dawn of time until now, a million cups have fallen, and wine has spilled across a million floors.’

‘So?’ sobbed the other, entirely unconsoled. ‘What of that?’

‘Sooner or later, my dear,’ Gursoon murmured, ‘one cup must finally land upright.’


Fireside Story
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For many of them, the worst thing was the desert itself. In the harem there was nowhere you could look without seeing a wall, even in the gardens. Now they moved across a huge emptiness with no shelter, nothing to cling to. Some of the smaller children, who had never seen the horizon, wailed and clung to mothers and older sisters, afraid they would be blown away or sucked into the void of the sky.

Even for those who had lived outside, like Zeinab, whose parents were traders, there was something oppressive about the journey: the pitiless sun, and the stinging little whirlwinds of sand which could not be dodged. And above all the heavy hands and voices of Hakkim Mehdad’s soldiers, who herded them like cattle the whole day.

It was still night when they had first woken to find their sleeping chambers filled with the black-shrouded men, who shouted at them to get up. In their old life that alone would have been an outrage: the violation of their space by any man other than the sultan himself or the soft-voiced eunuchs. The soldiers threw sacks on the floor while their captain barked orders: pack clothes and prepare to leave Bessa at once. ‘Take whatever you need,’ he commanded. ‘You won’t be coming back.’

In the courtyard some four hundred camels waited, their breath steaming in the cold air. Here the commander gave more orders. The concubines, as valuable commodities, were to ride, while the servants and children, all but the smallest, must walk.

There were protests from some of the mothers, but they were muted. The soldiers moved among them, enforcing their commands with kicks and shouts – but each man had a sword in his belt, and the women had seen over the last few days that they were prepared to use them. When one of the men hauled toothless old Efridah out of a saddle, and slapped the face of the concubine who had given the old servant her place, the women around them were cowed. Soraya, Zeinab’s daughter, who had been perched on the saddle in front of her mother and hidden beneath her cloak, slipped quickly down to the ground before the men reached them.

The moon was still high when they were driven out of the palace gates, across the marketplace and out into the desert. There were many tears and many backward glances, but the sobs were stifled, and the last glimpse of their home was soon lost in darkness.

Soraya walked alongside her mother’s camel until the plodding motion calmed the worst of her panic. All around her trudged other children, her friends and rivals, most now subdued and silent. Little Dip, the cook’s son, who had been adopted by the seraglio after his mother’s death, cried quietly as he walked, his head bent so low that his tears fell on his knees.

It was cold enough to make them shiver, until the sun rose; then almost at once it became hot. That was when things got bad. The soldiers would allow no rest before the first waterhole, even when some of the smaller children began to stumble. Hayat tripped and grazed her arm on a stone; her big sister Huma, Soraya’s friend, picked her up quickly and stilled her tears before any of the men noticed. But when the sun was almost directly overhead one of the boys, Zufir, fell full length and lay as if stunned.

One of the soldiers came and stood over the boy, prodding him with his foot. ‘Get up,’ he ordered. Zufir moaned but did not move, and the man drew back his foot for a kick. It never landed. Prince Jamal, who had been walking with Zufir, had placed himself between the man and the boy.

Since the sultan’s death, the children had been given strict instructions to treat Jamal as one of themselves. For his own safety he was not to be a prince any longer. But Soraya saw with astonishment, and then with growing horror, that Jamal had forgotten: he was about to give the man an order.

‘You, fellow—’ he began, when someone barged into him. Aunt Gursoon, looking wider than usual in her travelling gear, had dismounted from her beast and swept down on them. She pushed Jamal aside, almost knocking him off his feet, as she bent over Zufir, tutting and scolding.

‘The foolish boy’s been walking with his head uncovered, and caught the sun,’ she said to the soldier. ‘He’s recovering now, look.’

She half-raised the boy as she spoke, then handed him to his mother, who had run up in her turn. As Umayma got her son to his feet, Gursoon addressed the soldier again, speaking with great deference, and not looking him in the face. ‘We’ll make sure he gives you no more trouble, sir. If he might have a sip of water, he won’t hold you up any longer. He’s just not used to this sun.’

The man scowled. ‘Stop your gabble, old woman,’ he said. ‘There’ll be no water till we reach the stopping place. Just keep him moving.’

He turned on his heel and left them. Only then did Soraya see that Jamal was standing close by Gursoon, his face white. She had his arm in a tight grip that looked as if it must hurt him, and she did not let go until the soldier was out of earshot.

‘Not a word,’ she said to him then, as he rubbed his arm and glared at her. ‘You do not speak one word – to any of them. Remember your mother’s wishes.’

Jamal, still glowering, turned away in silence.

There was little talk after that, even among the children. Their mouths were dry and their feet sore, but there was no question of complaint. When the trees around the waterhole finally came into view, they were too tired to feel more than relief. Old Efridah sank to the ground, and two of the younger women found her a patch of shade, while others ran to arrange the filling of water flasks, and those that knew how to put up tents showed the others how to do it. The soldiers showed no inclination to help them.

The camel drivers took their cue from the taciturn soldiers and tended their beasts in silence – though Huma reported to Soraya that she had overheard two of them saying that they were bound for Perdondaris. The two girls shared a momentary excitement at the thought of seeing the great city with its white towers, until the sound of a shouted order recalled their situation.

Once the sun had set, the desert was no longer infinite. The world shrank to the lit cones around their small fires, and the women did not feel the need any more to huddle together against the overwhelming space. Over on the flattest ground the soldiers who escorted them sat around a much larger fire. The legate, once his own elaborate tent had been raised by his servants, ordered a large wineskin brought to him and retired inside. He had looked briefly among the women for a companion, but seeing most of the younger ones still disfigured by tears, or taken up with frightened children, he was discouraged and retired to drink in solitude, for that night at least.

The soldiers did not drink, or even loosen their heavy scarves. They sat upright, talking in loud argumentative voices, with once or twice a burst of harsh laughter. But for the first time they ignored their captives.

Away from the men’s watchful eyes, there was a small lightening of tension. The women stretched out toward the warmth and talked of unimportant things: a good shawl, a cut hand, how long the raisins would last. The smallest of the children were already asleep, having long before worn out their sobs. Each now lay wrapped in rugs with their feet to the fire, squashed between the comforting legs of their aunties. The boy Dip, still snuffling a little, crammed his thumb further into his mouth for comfort.

‘What a baby,’ said Jamal, looking down at him with scorn.

‘He’s half your age, and missing his father,’ said Gursoon, who sat next to them. ‘Let him be.’

‘I’ve lost my father too,’ Jamal retorted. ‘And my mother and my brothers. But I won’t cry; I’ll go back and kill them for it.’

The other children had joined in the discussion. ‘The sultan is everyone’s father,’ said Zufir. ‘We’ve all lost him. I’m not crying either.’

‘That’s because he didn’t care about you!’ Jamal said hotly. Zufir’s mother nudged her son with her foot and sighed. ‘Don’t squabble, boys.’

‘How about a story?’ Gursoon said.

Soraya and some of the other girls looked up at this. Aunt Gursoon was known for her stories: in fact Soraya had forsaken her own mother’s side of the fire partly in the hope of hearing one. ‘The Fox and the Fisherman?’ she said eagerly.

‘We only just heard that one,’ objected Huma. ‘Let’s have The Thief who Stole the Moon.’

There was a chorus of protests and suggestions. Gursoon raised both her hands to fend them off. ‘I’ll tell you a new story,’ she said, and waited for their silent attention before she began.


The Tale of the Dancing Girl
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‘There was once a girl whose family sold fish for a living. Her father laid his nets in the river, and she and her mother dried the catch and sold them two or three for a dirham in the village market. The river was narrow, and the village small, and the family was very poor. In that part of the country everyone was thin. But the girl’s parents loved her and gave her the best of everything they had, so that she grew up fine and strong, with breasts like pomegranates, a slender waist and wide, swaying hips. But she was still a virgin, and had no lover.’

‘You wouldn’t use such words in front of me if my mother was here!’ complained Jamal.

‘Shall I stop, then?’ Gursoon asked, and the nearest girls pinched Jamal until he yelled and shook his head.

‘The girl went on carrying her father’s fish to the village, alone now as often as not, for her mother’s legs had stiffened. One day an old woman came up to her in the market.

‘ “I’ve been watching you, my girl,” she said. “You’re too pretty to waste your time here, smelling of fish. If you care to learn what I can teach, you could be a rich woman.”

‘The girl was an innocent: she said yes at once and followed the old woman to her house.’

‘What’s an innocent?’ whispered Huma’s sister Hayat.

‘Shh!’ said Huma.

‘The woman’s house was no more than a one-room hut, like most in the village, but hanging on the wall was a thing the girl had never seen before: made of lacquered wood and shaped like a long-necked river turtle, with thin strings running down its back.

‘ “My tanbur,” the old woman said. “Don’t touch it.” She made the girl stand in the middle of the room and walk to and fro. She told her to step here, step there, lift her arms like so. Then she took down the tanbur and ran her hand over it. A rippling music came from it, higher and softer than the songs they played in the main square on festival days. “Repeat the movements I showed you,” the old woman said. “And now stay in time.”

‘So the girl discovered dancing. She came often to the old woman’s house in the next months, visiting her after she had sold her fish, and swayed and bowed to the shrill music from the tanbur. She learned the ten ways of holding her hips and belly, the sixty-six movements of hands, arms and shoulders, how to place the feet and angle the head. And she came to love the work, which felt more and more like freedom, like flying. She told her parents only that she had made a woman-friend in the village. The old woman took no payment for the lessons beyond a few dried fish, but insisted only that the girl must do exactly as she was told. She drilled her precisely in the movements, watching her with intent and glittering eyes and playing a little faster each day. And when the summer winds had come and gone, and the dust settled, she declared that the girl was ready.

‘ “I’ll take you to someone who will see you dance,” she told her. “If you do well, you’ll never need to be hungry again.” She answered no more of the girl’s questions, but instructed her to tell her parents she would stay with her friend in the village for two days. “I’m visiting my daughter in the town while her husband is away,” the old woman said. “You can tell them I need help preparing for the journey.”

‘The girl’s parents were doubtful – their daughter had never spent a night away from them – but they were old, and she was wilful. They begged her not to speak to any strangers, and let her go. She left her home before light the next day, and found her old teacher waiting for her.

‘Outside the village they stood by the track until a trader came by with his cart; he seemed to know the old woman and agreed to let them ride for a half-dirham. The girl had never been so far from her home before. They travelled throughout the day, and when the shadows were long the old woman told their driver to stop at a fork in the track and climbed down, beckoning the girl to follow her. And before the sun had dipped much further they came over a rise and saw distant shapes ahead of them, which as they approached became high walls, houses and trees.

‘By the time they reached the town walls, the girl was too excited to remember her tiredness. She had never seen houses with upper floors before, nor hangings as brightly coloured as the ones at their doors, nor a tree much taller than a man. Beneath one of these trees they stopped, out of sight of the walls, and filled their water pouch at a spring. Her teacher made her wash her feet and face, and gave her dates and hard bread to eat. Then she pulled from her pack a clean robe, light-coloured and so thinly woven that a breath could blow it about. She shook out something like a wisp of netting, holding it to her face in the manner of a half-veil.

‘ “These are for you to wear,” she said.

‘The girl knew that her teacher was not to be questioned, but as she took the flimsy things with their glittering edges she could not hide her wonder and doubt. But the old one simply looked at her.’ Gursoon fixed Soraya and Huma with a glare to show them how the old one had looked. ‘And she obeyed. Feeling halfnaked, she stood in front of her teacher, who pulled and prodded at her till she was satisfied. They waited for the sun to set, and then the old one took her hand and led her through the town’s camel gate. Though it was full night, the town was not dark: the walls of the houses were pierced with holes, through which shone more lamps and candles than the girl had ever seen in one place before. They stopped at the tallest, brightest house, where the old woman pulled at a silk rope that hung by the door. Then she turned to the girl.

‘ “I must leave you here,” she said. “Obey the master of the house: do whatever he tells you. I’ll come for you in the morning.”

‘A man came out from behind the heavy curtain. He was dressed in grey, with a red sash. The girl shrank a little at the sight of him but he merely glanced at her and nodded. He pulled a small leather bag from his belt and handed it to the old woman, who turned away and left without a word. The man motioned with his head for the girl to follow him and darted back behind the curtain, leaving her alone in the dark. Her teacher had already vanished. There was nowhere else to go, so she breathed once and went inside.’

‘That old woman was wicked, to leave her so!’ said Jamal. ‘And the girl was bad too, to go alone into a strange house. She should have run away.’

Soraya thought Gursoon would glare at Jamal, or scold him for interrupting, but she did not. She gazed into the fire, as if for a moment she had forgotten them all.

‘No,’ she said, at last. ‘There was no bad thought in her head. There was nothing there at all, in fact, only the wish to show off her skill to someone who might recognise it. She was stupid; no doubt about that. But some good came even of her foolishness, as you’ll hear.

‘Inside the room it was so bright that at first the girl couldn’t see a thing. She heard the sound of men’s voices and laughter. There were lamps hanging from the walls, lamps on tables surrounded by meat bones, cups and bowls. The men sat among the tables smoking water pipes; all were old, and none of them seemed to notice her as she stood by the door.

‘The house servant with the red sash spoke to one of them, a fat and bald man on a cushioned seat, and this man now raised his head to look at the girl. He nodded just as the servant had done, and clapped his hands. At this, a second servant appeared and began to push aside the little tables, while the first produced a tanbur. And now all the men were looking at the girl.

‘For a moment she was afraid and could not move. But as the music started, she found her arms following in its train, and the movements she knew so well flowed through her. The serving man was a better musician than her old teacher: he played now loud, now soft, and her body swooped and dipped in answer. After the first dance he led her into a second and a third, running his fingers ever faster over the strings as if challenging her to keep up. She matched him step for step, note for note, and stood at the end triumphant, heated and laughing.

‘The old men had put down their pipes. They struck their hands together and turned to each other, talking loudly and happily. They praised the girl for her beauty, grace and youth, and praised the fat man for providing her as entertainment. Then, one after another, they all stood up, thanked their host and left. The musician had gone too. The curtain closed behind the last of them, and she was alone with the fat man.

‘He spoke to her then for the first time.’

Gursoon’s voice became low and oily to show how the fat man had spoken. Soraya and Huma shivered and moved closer together. ‘ “That was well done, little pigeon,” he said. “And now you’ll dance just for me, eh?”

‘For a moment the girl stared at him stupidly, not understanding. Then she recoiled and put up her hands in protest. So that when he reached out to grab her by the waist and tear off her veil, her hand was already raised. Her knuckles caught him across the mouth. She tore herself from his one-armed grip, leaving the rag of gauze in his hand, and ran through the door curtain into the dark.

‘She heard him howling for his servants, then coming after her. But he was old and very fat: before he was through the heavy curtain she had rounded the side of the house. There was nothing there but a long, low hut, clay-built and windowless. A strong smell of dung came from it, but she darted through the opening and found herself calf-deep in straw. She pulled the stuff over her and lay flat while the men thumped their way past. Someone looked in: the girl heard his heavy breathing and stopped breathing herself till his footsteps went away. She lay without moving for a long time.

‘When the heavy feet had certainly gone, she moved the straw aside a little and peered out, wondering how she could find her way home. She had seen blood on the fat man’s mouth before she ran: she could expect no mercy if he caught her. But as she stirred she heard a new sound: the clop of hooves outside, and then a man’s voice. He drove the beast straight into the hut; she had to scramble away from its feet. It was not a camel. Its coat was sleek and as black as the night, its face long and gentle.’

‘It was just a horse, wasn’t it?’ said Hayat.

‘It was, but the girl had never seen one before,’ Gursoon told her.

‘Her wonder at the sight made her slow, and the man saw her as he came in. He filled the doorway so she could not run, a tall, broad man. But there was no threat in his face, only puzzlement.

‘ “Who are you?” he asked. His voice was accented like those of the nomad traders who came to the market sometimes with dates and palm wine. “What are you doing here?”

‘Since there was no escape, she answered him boldly. “I’m a dancer. But the man in there thought I was something else, so I ran away.”

‘The young man thought for a moment. “I think you need to leave his house, then,” he said. “Where do you live?”

‘He sat her in front of him on the horse. She had never ridden any beast before and the motion was strange and uncomfortable, but the wind in her face was a joy as they sped away from the fat man’s house. The young man had visited her village before and knew the way, he said, even by night. His name was Fouad. He belonged to a nomad tribe which caught and trained horses, but he had quarrelled with his brother and left to find work in the town. The horse they rode was the prized property of the fat man, and Fouad had been hired to tend and groom it. He described his human master as a skinflint, a glutton and a terrible horseman. “Much worse than you,” he said. He made the girl laugh.

‘They reached the village at first light and Fouad helped her to climb down. He had to return at once he said: his master would beat him for taking Belshazar out at night. His skin was very dark, and his hair curled tightly like a cluster of grapes. His eyes were long, slanted and green in colour. The girl had never seen such eyes, as pale as the slanting light along the horizon.

‘ “I would like to see you again,” the young man said, and the girl said, “I’d like that too.”

‘Her parents shouted and wept when they saw what she was wearing, but they did not beat her, nor ask many questions: they were afraid of the answers she might give. They forbade her to see her teacher again, which the girl was happy to promise. The next time the old woman saw her in the market she shook her fist at the girl, and cursed her as she walked away.

‘When Fouad appeared to court her, her parents thought they understood what she had done that night, and scolded her again. But they were pleased that her suitor was such a strong young man, who looked well able to support her. They gave their consent.

‘Strong and fine as he was, though, Fouad had no money, and the girl no dowry but dried fish. But each of them had a skill, and they trusted to their strength and luck to make their fortunes. Fouad left his skinflint master and returned to his tribe, working for a share in the next horse they sold. And one day he came to the girl in high excitement. The midsummer festival was coming, and the sultan of the city of Bessa had called for displays and festivities in the town square. His viziers would pay well for skilled dancers, both men and women, to lead the celebrations.

‘The girl’s father was shocked: public dancing! But Fouad had seen such displays before, and assured him that there was no immodesty in them: ladies and children could watch them, he promised. He himself would accompany the girl as her brother, and he vowed on his life that no harm or insult would come to her. And the money would be enough to allow them to marry. He borrowed a mare from his tribe, giving them all his savings as security, and the two of them made the weeklong journey to Bessa.

‘There was a press of people outside the house of the master of ceremonies, but Fouad’s horse made an easy path for them. The girl found herself among a crowd of women and girls, being ushered into a dusty courtyard where a fierce woman not unlike her old teacher made them stand in rows and follow her movements. The girl was the youngest there, and some of the others threw her sidelong glances
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