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      To Adam, and to Isaiah, Caleb, and Naomi: the threads which make up the story of my life.

       

      And

       

      To the memory of my mom, Sandra Hutton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Sweet to ride forth at evening from the wells

        Where shadows pass gigantic on the sand,

        And softly through the silence beat the bells

        On the Golden Road to Samarkand.

         

        We travel not for trafficking alone:

        By hotter winds our fiery hearts are fanned:

        For lust of knowing what should not be known

        We take the Golden Road to Samarkand.

      

      

      

      
        
        James Elroy Flecker, Hassan (1913)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Anna C. Snyder

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Samarkand

        AD 634

      

      

      

      Saina stood silently at the entrance of her mistress’s sleeping chamber, an ivory comb in one hand, wool bedclothes draped over the other. “Are you ready, my lady?”

      Bao Li looked up slowly from the scroll rolled out on her small writing desk beneath the shuttered window. “Yes, enter,” she said flatly, but her eyes did not meet Saina’s. She returned her gaze to the cinnabar characters painted on the scroll.

      Saina set the bedclothes on the sleeping platform and then carefully, so as not to disturb her mistress further, approached. She studied the faint movement of Bao Li’s lips, her drooping shoulders, and the way her brows drew together.

      When Saina had first come to live as a slave in Samarkand’s Grand Caravanserai, Bao Li insisted she learn to read. “All my servants must learn this skill,” she had said, placing a parchment with the Sogdian script in front of Saina. “Understanding the written word is your first measure of protection against those who wish to deceive you.” The skill had proven useful, and Saina was grateful. But as she looked over her mistress’s shoulder, she saw that this letter was written in a language only Bao Li understood, the language of her homeland within the boundaries of China’s Great Wall.

      With the ivory comb in hand, Saina pulled out the gold buyao pinning Bao Li’s hair in a tight bun. It fell to her shoulders in silvery, black waves. As she ran the comb through her mistress’s hair, Saina noticed, as she often did lately, that it was not as thick as it once was, and the streaks of gray were more evident.

      Evening had settled outside Bao Li’s khana, the home she shared with her husband, Kang Dahan. But he had not been home in many months. As head sartapao, the chief caravanner, he spent most of his time trading goods along the Silk Road. Though Bao Li had never told her so, Saina noticed that in his absence Bao Li slept better, ate full meals, and smiled more often.

      The crackle of fires and murmur of men’s voices drifted in from the large courtyard outside Bao Li’s room, breaking the weighty silence.

      Bao Li dabbed her eyes with her silk kerchief and sighed. “My sister has written from Chang’an. Her eldest daughter gave birth to a son.”

      Saina’s heart twisted at the familiar sorrow in Bao Li’s countenance and the outpouring of heartache that would soon follow.

      “Why does she torment me with such news?” Bao Li said bitterly. “She knows my husband grew weary of my barren womb long ago.” Her mouth twisted. “My sister. My own blood. She mocked me when she learned that Kang Dahan took a young wife in order that an heir would finally be born to him.”

      Bao Li shoved the scroll aside and stood, rattling the porcelain tea jar on her desktop. “I wish to retire for the night.”

      Saina reached for the nightgown, but Bao Li stopped her. “Let me do it,” she said, her voice weary.

      Saina left Bao Li to dress herself and retrieved the warming stones she had brought from the kitchen earlier. “The clear skies have made for a cold night,” she said, tucking them under the blankets at the foot of Bao Li’s bed.

      For the first time since Saina had walked in, Bao Li looked her in the eyes. “Thank you.” She seemed to be searching for more words, but then her gaze shifted to the writing desk. “My tea jar needs to be replenished.”

      Saina carefully picked up the empty jar, a gift given to Bao Li and Kang Dahan by Emperor Taizong as a symbol of friendship extended to them from China’s Tang Dynasty, and placed it in the crook of her arm.

      It was a high honor to be entrusted with such a prized item, an honor Saina took great pride in. Though younger than most slaves in the caravanserai, she knew she was favored. “I will refill it and return in the morning with your tea,” Saina said.

      “There is no need. I have business in Samarkand at first light. With the rising cost of dyestuffs, the textile merchants are seeking new suppliers of indigo. They hope to send word to Kang Dahan before he reaches the city of Chach and an agreement is made.”

      “Will he receive it in time?” The moment Saina uttered the words she put her hand to her mouth. It was not her place to ask such questions.

      Bao Li shrugged. “Uncertainty is the way of business on the Silk Road.”

      “Shall I wake you in the morning?” Saina said.

      “No. Preparations have already been made for my early departure. But see that you help Vandakk with the morning meal. He is expecting you.”

      Saina nodded and turned to leave.

      How strange that Bao Li saw fit to remind her of her duties. Saina had helped Vandakk every morning and evening since she was a child. And in that time, she had also seen to her mistress’s needs without question or complaint. Indeed, she had come to anticipate them. But lately, a troubling question had begun to intrude in her thoughts. Will anyone provide for my needs?

      Left unanswered, the question had worked its way into a sort of discontent. But this was a dangerous line of thinking, for what slave ever hoped for such things without falling headlong into despair.

      “Saina,” Bao Li called after her, holding out a small pouch of coins. “Ensure the bahkshi receives his payment before you return to the kitchen.”

      “Yes, my lady,” Saina said, as she tucked the coins into the purse tied at her waist and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Saina cradled the empty porcelain jar against her chest and slipped between the heavy gilded doors. She studied the cool glow of the night sky extending beyond the high walls of Samarkand’s Grand Caravanserai and shivered in her simple wool tunic. Her felt boots did little to ward off the chill seeping up from the stone ground.

      “Bao Li has retired for the night,” she said to Makh, the muscled guard standing outside her mistress’s khana. “I am going to the storeroom to replenish her jar with more tea leaves. Can I bring you chal?”

      Shadows cut sharp lines into his scarred face as Makh shook his head, denying Saina’s offer of the fermented camel’s milk, a popular drink among the guards on cold nights.

      Saina expected his answer. He was a man with few expectations, an aged nomadic warrior who preferred the distraction of present difficulties to suffering the memories of war and the decimation of his clan.

      Silent and watchful, Makh fixed his dark eyes on the great courtyard before them, where groups of merchants, traders, and sojourners reclined around warming fires. Having trekked across sun-choked deserts and cragged mountain peaks, they found protection here within the caravanserai’s mud-brick walls.

      Saina pulled the pouch of silver coins from her purse and wove through the courtyard, past outstretched bodies and sand-worn faces.

      She approached the bahkshi, a gifted storyteller, who was hired by Bao Li to soothe the weary guests. With a silk caftan draping his thin shoulders, he sat cross-legged, plucking the strings of the barbat. Thin wisps of his gray beard grazed the pear-shaped base of the instrument set in his lap.

      Kneeling beside him, Saina placed the pouch of coins, a generous payment from Bao Li, in the storyteller’s reed basket.

      The bahkshi nodded an acknowledgment of the payment, but his song did not slow. Captivated by the roll of his tongue, Saina listened as one of his many tales of the land poured from his lips.

      

      
        
        A restless soul heeds the call

        Gather the camels one and all

        Come seek with me a distant land

        Prepare the way to Samarkand

      

        

      
        Beware the winds feared most by man

        They drown the bells of the caravan

        Dust thrown wide it blinds the eye

        Apart from shelter they will die

      

        

      
        The Merchants’ Road of silken threads

        Frayed the traveler edge to edge

        Whose bones wrung dry lie bleached on sand

        Found not their way to Samarkand

      

      

      

      Saina’s hands trembled around the jar. Was all that remained of her father a heap of disregarded bones, buried long ago in shifting sand?

      Memories of the last time she saw him unspooled in her mind. She remembered the orange glow of the setting sun burning like fire on his face. She saw the pulse of his corded neck muscles and heard the bark of his voice silencing her cries. Panic thrummed in her chest like a thousand running horses. Her own father had sold her into a life of slavery and walked into the desert, pulling a donkey and three small sacks of grain in her place.

      Cheers from the sojourners broke out, releasing Saina from the remembrance. She looked at the bahkshi, who held her in his gaze, his song and instrument quieted.

      She shifted the jar in her hands and cleared her dry throat. Edging past the entranced merchants, she left them behind and continued across the courtyard.

      Silk tapestries flanked the entrance of the arched hallway. Saina brushed past them as she walked into the long corridor. Inside, torchlight flickered, casting dark shadows on the walls. She walked the narrow hallway, grateful that the sounds from the courtyard and the stench of the stables were shut out. Here it was quiet, with only the shuffle of her feet and the murmur of distant voices deep within the belly of the caravanserai.

      She knew these walls well, having walked past them countless times. The varied gaps and chips in the stone were as familiar to her as her own calloused hands.

      But that same familiarity bred caution with the slightest change, a change Saina perceived even before it was illuminated by the dim torchlight. Ahead, the leather flap covering the entrance to the kitchen and storeroom had been pushed aside. She slowed her step, her brow creased. Had Vandakk left it open? It would be unlike him. The old cook was adamant about keeping the flap closed to protect the stored food.

      “Vandakk?” She peered cautiously into the expansive storeroom, caution prickling her skin. But all was still. He was not there.

      Pulling the flap closed behind her, Saina walked into the storeroom and examined the shelves lining the perimeter, stocked full of grains, spices, nuts, and herbs. The sweet scents of saffron and cardamom, used to season the evening meal of mutton and rice, still hung in the air.

      Perhaps she forgot to close the flap earlier after she helped Vandakk prepare the meal. What would have caused her to be so careless? Nothing came to mind.

      Baskets of vegetables in the center of the room were undisturbed. Not a single fly or gnat swarmed above them. Saina exhaled with relief, thankful she would not suffer Vandakk’s disappointment for leaving the stored food unprotected.

      After setting the porcelain tea jar on the table in the center of the storeroom, she approached the shelves and pulled out the red clay vessel.

      Saina opened the lid and inhaled the dry scent of tea leaves. After all this time, she still could not tell the difference between the tea served daily to the merchants of the caravanserai and this tea, served only to Bao Li. Her mistress had once said that this tea was like a thread connecting her to the land of her youth and that each sip soothed a constant ache within her. A slave since childhood, Saina understood the longing for a home and family. If only she, too, had something to remember her old life by.

      Saina pushed the thought away. It was no use dwelling on such matters. She had returned to the table and begun refilling the porcelain jar with tea leaves when she heard the shuffle of feet behind her. Expecting Vandakk, she turned and then gasped at the sight of young Upach quickly approaching.

      “Where have you been?” Upach said, her voice filled with desperation.

      “Upach,” Saina said and reached her hand out to console the servant girl, who was a few years younger than Saina but stood half a head taller. She studied her untied hair, falling in thick, dark waves around her face. Her copper eyes were watery, pleading an unknown request.

      “You know I tend to my mistress at this time of night,” Saina continued. She looked past Upach and saw the flap covering the storeroom entrance had been pulled aside again.

      Upach twisted the frayed end of the sash at her waist. “The unease between our mistresses, both of them wives of Kang Dahan, means my presence is not welcome in Bao Li’s khana, much less with the request that has forced me to seek you out.”

      Saina shook her head. “My chores are not finished for the day,” she said, looking over her shoulder at the dishes from the evening meal piled in the kitchen. “I must help Vandakk…”

      “Please, Saina,” Upach begged. “Ning Po is in labor, and I…I cannot deliver this baby alone.”

      Cold dread rushed through Saina. “No, it cannot be. The baby is too early.”

      Upach reached for Saina’s hand, but Saina stepped back, a silent warning that she should come no closer.

      “Where is Umida?” Saina said, recalling the skilled herbalist and midwife Upach had befriended in the city. “This is her line of work. She will help you.”

      “Twice I have sent for her,” Upach said, wiping tears from her eyes. “But she had already been called away to the home of another birthing mother.”

      “There are many other midwives in the city.”

      Upach shook her head. “Ning Po refused them all. Umida is the only midwife she trusts.”

      “I am not skilled in the task you require,” Saina said. “How can you request this of me?” She regretted the harshness in her voice. Was it unfair of her to expect Upach, having barely reached the age of womanhood, to deliver this baby alone?

      Saina and Upach had managed to carry on a cautious friendship despite the tension between the two mistresses they served, and Saina had taken care to help Upach understand the ways of servitude in the caravanserai when she had first come under Ning Po’s charge. But this request—to help deliver Ning Po’s baby and betray Bao Li’s trust—Saina could not do. “I am sorry Upach, but I cannot⁠—”

      “Do not deny me this one plea, Saina. You and I both know Kang Dahan has longed for an heir. If he returns from his travels and learns something happened to this child, the consequences will be on my shoulders.”

      Saina’s chest tightened at the sharp accusation in Upach’s eyes, the eyes of a servant girl too young to comprehend why things are this way and why they must suffer because of it.

      Saina’s mind screamed, her stomach twisted in dread, but she nodded in agreement. What other choice did she have?
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        * * *

      

      The dark corridors seemed to grow narrower as Saina hurried to keep up with Upach. The young servant girl stopped at the entrance to Ning Po’s room. Saina stared at the wooden door separating her from the young woman inside. How strange it was to stand so close after working hard to keep her distance.

      In the two years since Kang Dahan had brought Ning Po into the home he shared with Bao Li, her mistress had often reminded Saina of the humiliation she had carried since that day and the anger that still coursed through her veins.

      Saina inhaled the stale air, thirsted for it, as though she had forgotten to breathe in the troubled span of time it took to rush from the storeroom to where she stood now.

      Light spread out from beneath the door, landing on the tip of Upach’s boot, but the girl did not seem to notice. She stood with her palm pressed against the door, looking at Saina.

      Upach pushed open the door, flooding the hallway with light, but Saina remained at the threshold.

      “Come in.” Upach’s demand hung in the air.

      Saina stiffened, unable to look the young girl in the eyes. She considered telling Upach that she must return to the storeroom, to her chores, but Saina knew better. If she walked away now, she would not return.

      Ning Po’s low groans broke the silence.

      With her gaze fixed on the ground, Saina walked into the room as guilt at the betrayal of her own barren mistress snaked through her heart.

      Candlelight flickered on the walls, casting a golden glow over the fine silk rug with its intricate design of delicate vines and lotus buds spread across the floor. Standing at the edge of the rug, Saina hesitated. She glanced at Upach and then to the wooden sleeping platform in the far corner of the room. The thick down mattress and silk bedding had been rolled up and pushed aside, replaced with a wool birthing mat. On the low table beside the mat, a wick of incense burned, sending up a thin swirl of smoke.

      Ning Po sat propped against several large pillows, the skin of her swollen belly stretched thin, and her forehead beaded with sweat. She clutched the edges of the birthing mat and stared at Upach, as though to draw strength from her presence.

      Pulling her chin to her chest, Ning Po groaned as her body bore down. Upach knelt beside her, taking her mistress’s hand in her own, her wide eyes pleading silently with Saina.

      When the birthing pain receded, Ning Po leaned her head back. Damp hair clung to her forehead.

      Saina pressed her lips together and stepped forward. Ning Po’s gaze fell upon her, and her eyes flashed in anger. “Why are you here? Get out!”

      Saina’s body shook, but she did not move. “Upach,” she said, her flat voice echoing in the room. “In the closet down the hall, you will find a stack of small basins. Fill one with water from the cistern in the courtyard, and bring it here.”

      Ning Po jerked her head toward Upach and grabbed hold of her wrist. “Do not leave me alone with Bao Li’s servant.”

      “Upach, do what is required, or I will leave. Are you prepared to deliver this baby alone?”

      Upach closed her eyes and turned away from Ning Po, as though harnessing courage to defy her mistress’s orders. When she opened her eyes, she gathered the hem of her tunic and stood up.

      “If anyone should ask what you are doing, say only that your mistress requires water for washing. Nothing more,” Saina said.

      Upach nodded and rushed out of the room. The door slammed closed behind her.

      Saina shifted her weight.

      “I did not ask for you,” Ning Po’s sharp voice cut through the tension. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at Saina. “Upach is a stupid girl for bringing you here.”

      “She was desperate. Your refusal of all other midwives left her no choice,” Saina said, not regretting the sharpness in her voice.

      “She could have brought any slave except you,” Ning Po screamed, but as quickly as her anger flooded the room, it dissipated. A low groan slowly built as another contraction contorted her face with pain. She clutched the edge of the birthing mat.

      The air in the room was thick, brined in the sweat of a woman giving birth. It was followed shortly by a putrid tang, faint at first but growing stronger.

      Saina looked toward the door. She was not wanted here; she could leave now and return to her chores without giving it another thought. Ning Po had brought this upon herself. But just before the decision was finalized in her mind, Upach pushed through the door.

      “I brought some clean cloths too,” Upach said. She approached with quick steps, pulled by the weight of the water basin in her arms. Setting it on the ground beside Ning Po, she dipped a cloth into the water and wiped Ning Po’s forehead.

      Saina dropped her shoulders and looked away. In the presence of Upach’s loyalty to her mistress, she had little to offer.

      The birthing pains receded. In their wake Upach stroked Ning Po’s hair. “Soon you will hold your baby in your arms and your suffering will be like a distant memory, carried on the wind far away from you.”

      Saina could not deny the tenderness with which Upach spoke to her mistress. If she allowed her thoughts to slip away, she could even come to understand the depths of her loyalty. But Upach had not been a servant in the caravanserai long enough to know that Ning Po’s very presence was like a slow poison seeping into these walls.

      Upach leaned close to Ning Po and whispered, “With this child, your bitter portion will end. You will find favor in Kang Dahan’s eyes and finally be regarded with honor as the only wife who could bear his child.”

      Saina’s jaw tightened. As long as she served her own barren mistress, Bao Li, and Upach served Ning Po, their friendship would be divided by differing loyalties. Despite the terrible risk she took in helping deliver this baby, nothing would change that.

      “The baby is coming,” Ning Po’s ragged breath startled Saina.

      Pulling her thoughts back to the task, Saina crouched between Ning Po’s legs and readied the blanket in her lap.

      Upach leaned close as Ning Po bore down once more, her cries piercing the air.

      The baby slipped into Saina’s shaking hands.

      In a moment of stunned silence, Saina stared wide-eyed at the tiny baby in her arms. Laughter escaped her lips, and she did not concern herself with who might have heard it. Awakened to the beauty of birth, the sacred work of a woman’s body, her arms trembled.

      “A girl,” Saina said.

      Ning Po exhaled and laid her head back as tears fell from the corners of her eyes. Her chest heaved, and a smile of contented relief spread across her face.

      “You did it,” Upach said, her chin quivering. “You found your hidden gem.”

      Saina pulled the baby close, drying her skin with a soft blanket. She noted her downy black hair, the tiny dimple above her full lips, and her delicate skin, perfectly formed. She leaned closer. How bluish pale and translucent she seemed, like silk spun from its cocoon before the colors of the earth had a chance to penetrate her.

      An eerie stillness emanated from the baby. Saina’s stomach clenched in dread. She pressed her ear close to the baby’s chest, to hear her breath and feel it rise against her cheek, but all she heard was silence.

      “Give me my baby,” Ning Po stretched out her hands toward Saina.

      The baby’s body was cold against Saina’s skin.

      “Will you not give her to me?” Ning Po said, the smile that softened her face earlier had faded. Her eyes narrowed. “What is it? What have you done?”

      Ash from the incense wick on the table beside the birthing mat fell into the dish below, sending a small curl of smoke, a final breath, into the room. Like a brief vapor, it disappeared.

      Saina opened her mouth to answer, but the silence grew deafening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      At dawn the next day, Saina woke from a shallow sleep. She groaned and rolled over, wearied from her mind’s unending replay of the night’s events. So tiresome were her thoughts, she could bear them no longer.

      She sat up, shivering against the crisp morning air, and blackness surrounding her.

      Her cramped room, a storeroom for grain before Bao Li had ordered it to be cleared out and given to Saina, was barely wide enough for her sleeping mat and small earthen vessel set in the corner near her head. Few would be impressed by the modest room with its bare walls and narrow wooden door, but Saina was grateful for a space of her own.

      Tucked away at the far end of the caravanserai’s second floor, the entrance to her room was dwarfed by the grandeur of the arched doorways preceding it. Most passed by unaware of its existence. It was a luxury not afforded the other servants, but last night she had yearned for the warmth found among the sleeping bodies in the servants’ quarters and the comfort their presence would have brought.

      Saina shook her head at the foolish thought. Nothing would ease the torment of the recurring memory of the lifeless baby growing cold in her arms or Ning Po’s false accusations still ringing in her ears.

      “You killed my baby,” Ning Po had wailed. Tears had poured down her face, landing on the delicate baby clutched at her breast.

      “No, do not speak such evil,” Saina said, panic rising in her chest.

      “Get out!” Ning Po screamed, her dark eyes flashing in anger.

      “Please, Ning Po,” Saina said, reaching out her hand. “I would do no such thing.”

      But Saina’s protest only kindled Ning Po’s rage. “Murderer,” she screamed, writhing on the birthing mat like a feral animal. She tore off her blankets and knocked over the ashen incense wick.

      Saina stepped back. She looked to Upach to calm her mistress and offer words in Saina’s defense, but the young servant girl lay slumped in the corner, weeping bitterly.

      “Kang Dahan will know,” Ning Po screamed again. “You killed his long-desired heir. You did it out of loyalty to his barren wife. I will tell him myself.”

      Such false, poisonous words were too much to bear. Without looking back, Saina had fled the room.

      Pushing aside the memory of last night, Saina stood up and, with shaking hands, braided her thick hair. She tied off the ends with a thin strip of leather, then dressed herself in her felt trousers and wool tunic, which were piled at the end of her bed mat. She had left them where they fell last night, just before collapsing onto her mat, sobbing.

      She unlocked the heavy iron latch that Bao Li had insisted be installed on her door and that Saina faithfully locked every night. She stepped onto the balcony overlooking the courtyard below, finding solace in the slivers of pale morning light etched across the sky. She tied the leather belt around her waist and peered over the railing at Vandakk, who shuffled into the courtyard carrying disks of camel dung and whistling a tune. His gray hair curled out from beneath his embroidered doppa, the familiar black skullcap adorning his head.

      She watched him stoke the fires beneath the cauldrons, drawing strength from the comfort of his kind and humble presence.

      His reputation as the finest cook in Samarkand had spread far and wide, but his passion and his work were borne from a deep grief.

      Vandakk had once told Saina he had never thought of life beyond shepherding. His young wife had worked beside him among other Uighur shepherds, harvesting wild herbs and berries high in the Tian Shan mountains. She was creative with the flavorful offerings given by the land, using them to season their meals. He had learned well from her.

      “Our lives were cleaved together as one,” Vandakk had said, his green eyes shimmering behind the tears that often gathered whenever he spoke of her. “And I was in want of nothing more.”

      But his love was not enough to sustain his wife during the cruel illness that ravaged her body. Their life together was cut short. And though her voice was silenced long ago, her legacy lived on in his desire to nourish the bodies of weary travelers, as she did for him in the early days of their love and as he did for her in the waning days of her life.

      Saina pushed away from the balcony and descended the steep stairs, taking care not to wake any merchants. On clear nights such as this, many chose to sleep in the open-air courtyard, not the private rooms bordering its perimeter.

      She walked up beside Vandakk, offering her arm for support as he pushed to stand.

      He straightened. “My dear Saina, what would I do without your careful eye always watching over me?”

      “You must take care,” Saina said. “Who will feed all these hungry merchants if you injure yourself?”

      Vandakk patted her shoulder and chuckled.

      Saina continued, “I am certain I could not carry such a heavy burden.”

      “Why do you doubt yourself?” Vandakk said. “I have properly trained your hand in the few years Bao Li has granted me.” He paused and leaned closer. “It is not only I, but Bao Li, who has great confidence in you.”

      Saina’s chest tightened. Until last night, he would have been correct in his telling, but now it pained her greatly to hear of Bao Li’s undeserved trust in her. She was no longer worthy of it. But with the wound still raw, she could not speak of these things just yet. She forced a smile. “Perhaps what you say is true, but my concern still remains that you push yourself too hard. It would please me to begin lighting the morning fires so you may rest longer.”

      “It is a small matter,” Vandakk said, brushing away her concerns. He peered into the iron cauldron beside him. “The cold mornings stiffen my knees, but I am as strong as a wild yak.” The cauldron captured the lilt of his voice, returning it as a tinny echo into the still air.

      “And as stubborn as a donkey,” Saina quipped.

      He threw his head back and laughed, his green eyes flashing with delight. “But a donkey gets the job done. Already I have set fire beneath the tandoor oven and am fetching water for tea.” He picked up the water bucket beside the cauldron and straightened. “There are just a few simple dishes left to prepare for the morning meal. See to it that they are finished.”

      He started to walk away, then turned back. “Saina, if you have time, fill the lamps with fresh oil. We will need them to burn long for the evening arrival of several large caravans.”
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        * * *

      

      Saina walked into the storeroom and inhaled the yeasty scent of rising dough. Bowls of tart suzma and drizzled honey were placed alongside serving trays piled with dried apples and peaches. In the kitchen, just beyond the storeroom, a kettle of hot water boiled. Vandakk had been hard at work.

      In the far corner, three wide shelves had been stacked from floor to ceiling with rounds of dough rising above warming bricks. Saina glanced over them.

      It had been more than a few years since Vandakk first entrusted her with the task of preparing the bread for baking. Just nine years old at the time, she still had the hands of a small child and was nearly paralyzed by the great responsibility.

      “I trust you will know when the dough is ready to be cooked,” he had said. But his trust was unfounded. The dough had barely risen when Saina pulled it from the shelves. The resulting bread was small and dense, and the merchants were loud with their displeasure.

      Red from shame, Saina hid behind the shelves in the storeroom until Vandakk came in search of her. “Do not hang your head,” he said, kneeling down before her. He lifted her chin with the crook of his finger. “To gain mastery over anything, we must first taste the bitterness of humility.”

      The memory wearied Saina. Humility was her constant companion, a bitter tang upon her tongue. But Vandakk was correct. It was, perhaps, the greatest teacher. She glanced over the delicate dough rounds. Though mastery seemed to be far from her, she had learned to give the dough proper time to rest. The rounds would be ready to bake when the tandoor’s fire burned down to coals.

      She dropped quail eggs into the kettle of boiling water and, when they were finished, ladled them into prepared baskets. She looked around the room. With the morning meal nearly ready, she left to fill the oil lamps, which were stored in the closet at the far end of the dim corridor.

      Standing in the narrow closet, Saina finished pouring the oil into the last lamp base then set the heavy jar of oil on the floor and straightened. Her arms ached, but the chore, having taken longer than she expected, was finally finished. She left the storage closet and was walking down the corridor when ahead, the door to Ning Po’s room was flung open. Upach stood in the doorway holding a candle, its small flame flickering.

      Saina quickly stepped into the shadows of the empty room beside her. Had Upach seen her? With shallow breath, she pressed her back against the cool wall and waited.

      “Do you have the burial shroud?” Ning Po said, her voice empty, as if stripped bare by grief.

      “Yes,” came Upach’s reply, her voice as toneless as Ning Po’s. “I found some perfumed oils and spices in the storeroom. We will pick some flowers along the way and use them as a fragrant balm for her burial.”

      Saina heard the sharp intake of breath as Ning Po’s quiet sobs slowly built into prolonged groans.

      “My lady,” Upach said. “I have prepared the donkey and filled the cart with provisions for our time away. Please drink the tea I have set out for you. It will build back your blood and give you some strength to face what must come.”

      Ning Po’s weeping slowly faded. A thick silence extended into the hallway.

      “It is sweet. What is this drink?” Ning Po said. “And how do you know of such things?”

      “It is called ‘eight treasures tea,’” Upach said. “Umida taught me how to prepare it for when you gave birth.”

      Saina’s dared not move for fear of drawing their attention.

      “You are shaking with exhaustion,” Upach said. “Your body is weak and your blood flows heavily. Please, let me hold her while you rest for a moment.”

      “Do you seek to take her from me too?” Ning Po said, her voice strained.

      “No, my lady, I⁠—”

      “Then speak no more of it. My time with her is fleeting,” Ning Po said. “I will hold her until the very last moment, for the weakness in my body pales in comparison to the ache in my heart.”

      “Forgive me,” Upach said. “It was a thoughtless request, spoken only out of concern.” There was a long pause before Upach spoke again. “If it truly is your wish to bury her in the place of the ancient trees, the distance is too great for you to walk. But you can take your rest in the cart. I have packed many thick blankets and pillows for your comfort.”

      “My daughter deserves nothing less than to rest beneath their covering, to lie in the loam of the earth that sustains them,” Ning Po said.

      “Then we must leave now, while the caravanserai is quiet, and the merchants are still asleep.”

      A murmur of voices carried from deep within the corridors.

      “We must go, my lady,” Upach said. “The servants are rising.”

      Saina waited until the sound of their footsteps had faded in the hall, then stepped out from the shadows of the room and glanced down the hallway. She could hide no longer. By now, the coals beneath the tandoor oven would be hot enough and Vandakk would be expecting her.
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      Two days had passed since Ning Po and Upach left to bury the baby, but Saina had little time to consider their absence, for her work had not ceased. Even Bao Li had been too busy visiting with dignitaries in Samarkand and dealing with matters of business these past days to call upon her.

      The caravanserai bustled with the ebb and flow of sojourners and merchants seeking a place of respite for themselves and their beasts of burden. All servants were on hand, working long before the sun peeked over the Pamir mountains and well into the night, when the last of the merchants bedded down.

      In the courtyard, Saina stirred the simple morning meal of rice porridge, adding honey, milk, and dried fruit as it thickened. With little time to purchase more supplies, the fresh food and many of their stored grains had nearly disappeared.

      From across the courtyard, Vandakk approached, wrapping his threadbare coat around his shoulders. “I have received word that another large caravan is arriving tonight,” he said, a sense of urgency in his voice. “I need you to purchase supplies from the bazaar and return as soon as possible.” He dropped a pouch of coins in her hands.

      “Will you not accompany me?” Saina said.

      “There is no time,” he said, straightening his doppa. “I have ordered various meats from the butcher in Samarkand and must leave immediately to pick them up.”

      Frowning, Saina followed him. “How will we take in another large caravan when we are filled to capacity already? Many of our guests do not plan to leave until tomorrow.”

      Vandakk turned around, censoring her with a firm gaze. “Do not concern yourself with such questions. Bao Li has demanded that we receive them. We will find room, as we always do.” He paused a moment, then continued. “Take that ill-tempered donkey with you. You are the only person with the confidence and ability to deal with her.”

      Saina looked toward the stables as Vandakk walked away. The irritable donkey was well known in the caravanserai. All other servants refused to deal with her, but as a young girl, she had watched her father use a gentle hand when working with such animals. Employing the consistent practice and patience she saw exercised by her father, Saina taught the donkey to respect and respond to her authority.
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        * * *

      

      Having set servants to the task of making final preparations for the morning meal, Saina hitched the donkey to the cart and walked through the gates of the caravanserai, shielding her eyes against the blaze of the morning sun. Far in the distance, a haze had settled above the sprawling city of Samarkand and the grand bazaar set outside its walls.

      Saina stood at the diverging path. To the left was the Silk Road, which wound along the Zarafshan River. It was wide and well-kept and led to the northern entrance of the city. But as its name suggested, the road was congested with the foot traffic of man and beast, and today, Saina could not be slowed by lumbering caravans and keen-eyed merchants.

      Gripping the donkey’s lead rope, Saina turned right, taking the southern route. She preferred its solitude anyway.

      It was not a road as much as a strip of worn-down earth. Rutted and rocky, the path meandered along the canal and peach orchards that reached far beyond the western edge of Samarkand.

      Birdsong filled the air.

      Ahead was the grove of mighty karagach trees growing at the edge of the oasis. Sometimes Saina cooled herself under the outstretched limbs that offered shelter for birds and animals, as well. But as she approached, admiring the beauty of the trees, she gave thought to the sudden, thick silence around her and the stillness within the grove. How dark and foreboding it seemed, as though something unseen was watching her.

      The skin on her neck prickled. What did the silent birds sense was hiding in the grove that her own eyes could not see?

      She did not want to remain long enough to learn the answer to her own question.

      With quickened steps, she rushed past the place, and the donkey obediently kept pace at her side. The unease lifted only when she crested the final hill and viewed the entirety of Samarkand, the city of ancient shadows, and the bazaar set just outside of its walls.

      Saina fixed her gaze down the walkway knotted with people. Colorful awnings extended down both sides, shading merchants who hawked their goods to anyone passing by. Men and women bumped shoulders, bartering over almonds, sour cherries, dried apricots, and figs. Vendors filled small pouches with spices, threading the air with the scent. Men wove through the press of people, carrying bulging sacks of rice, wheat, and barley on their strong backs.

      A woman passed by carrying a small baby, and its soft cry pierced Saina’s heart with remembrance of Ning Po and the shattered hope she had placed in the life of her daughter.

      Saina slowed. How was it possible to ache for someone who had acted so cruelly or to be consumed by loneliness while standing in the midst of a crowd?

      “Move!” A man’s angry voice called out from behind her.

      Startled, Saina pressed herself against the donkey as two men brushed past her, carrying giant reed baskets filled with dill fronds and mint. But the younger of the two slowed enough to glance back, offering a weak smile before he continued on.

      Light shifted as thin clouds passed overhead. The scent of baked bread drew her toward the bread maker’s stall. She found Zimat bent over his tandoor, pulling out blistered rounds with a thick wooden paddle.

      “Saina,” he greeted her as he stood and wiped his brow with a cloth. “I have just finished Vandakk’s order.” He dipped his fingers into a bowl of herbs and sprinkled them over the loaves. “And I have set one aside just for you.” Zimat smiled proudly, extending one out to her.

      Saina tore off a warm strip and put it in her mouth, savoring the earthy seasoning. “Vandakk will regret not coming to the bazaar today. He insists your bread is superior to any other baker in the city.”

      “I do not believe it,” Zimat said, throwing his head back, his belly shaking with laughter. “How can a student surpass his teacher?”

      “If there is one to do it, it would be you,” Saina said, dropping three coins into Zimat’s hand.

      He took the coins, a wide grin spreading across his face. “I am honored to be called upon in his time of need, but I dare not compare myself with a master such as he.” He moved two large baskets of hot bread out from behind the tandoor and placed them in Saina’s cart.

      By the time Saina had worked her way through the bazaar, morning had given way to midday. She took off her overcoat and tossed it into the cart, which now sagged under the weight of large sacks of rice and grains, as well as pungent spices, fresh fruit, and vegetables.

      The small round of bread Zimat had given her earlier had not sustained her throughout the day, and a pang of hunger burned a pit in her belly. She could ignore it no longer.

      Drawn by the tantalizing smells, Saina stopped at the food stall of a Tajik woman, who seemed close to Saina’s age, turning kebabs on a long grill. A small child, with a head full of dark curls and a face wet with tears, clung to the woman’s legs. The kebabs hissed as their juices dripped into the coals, sending smoke billowing into the awning above. Saina purchased two and smiled at the child, who responded by burying his face in his mother’s homespun tunic.

      When she stepped back, the mother pulled the boy into her arms. He giggled contentedly, his laughter following Saina as she turned down another walkway, empty of all but a few lingering patrons.

      If things were different, she would have been married by now with a child on her hip. But my body will never take the full shape of a mother, she thought. My heart will never know such love. This thought had occurred to her for the first time several moon cycles ago. She could find no words to describe the growing ache its revelation brought.

      At least her work provided ample distraction. She shrugged. Perhaps in time she would be grateful for it. She led the sturdy donkey and cart past the perfumer’s stall. Inside, the perfumer and his daughter were arranging glass jars and silver vials filled with scented oils. Farther down, a jeweler forged strands of gold into fine necklaces and bracelets.

      Ahead, the walkway was blocked by two emaciated men struggling to carry a long roll of white felt on their shoulders. Their master, a tentmaker, stood nearby, abusing them with careless words. “Useless slaves,” he said, his embroidered kaftan barely covering his round belly. “If you get even a speck of dust on this felt, you will suffer my heavy hand,” he hollered.

      The servants gritted their teeth, their bodies soaked in sweat. Saina did not doubt the truth in the master’s cruel threats, but she could not bear to see them mistreated any longer. For this she felt a pang of guilt. Bao Li had treated all her slaves fairly. Things could have been different.

      Waiting for the men to clear the walkway, she peered inside the large tent at her side and saw gold-threaded textiles and richly hued silks displayed throughout. Drawn by the resplendent colors, Saina slipped under the inviting shade of the awning.

      Bolts of fabric, embroidered cloths, and woven sashes, all skillfully crafted, were carefully displayed.

      Then, as if he had suddenly appeared, she saw the silhouette of a man sitting on a small stool at the base of a wooden loom. His shoulders drooped like wax beneath a silk lampas robe, his head bowed low as he moved the shuttle back and forth, weaving threads between the warp. His hands, though gnarled and bent, moved with the ease of a master weaver as the rhythmic clack of his shuttle reached Saina’s ears.

      He seemed unaware of her presence. But as he leaned forward, running his fingers over the taut threads, Saina noticed the garment hanging behind him. Her heart skipped
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