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      My name is Velsa Biarnan Thanneau. When I was a little girl my mother and I were thrown from a horse. My mother was killed; I was saved from the brink of death when my father had my soul placed into a Fanarlem body. He was killed by a bandit on the border when I was twelve. The neighbors took me in but they treated me little better than a slave. So when Grau came along, I was willing to pretend I was a concubine, to be with him…

      

      “How is that for a story?” Velsa showed what she had written to Grau.

      “Well,” he said. “It’s depressing.”

      “It would have to be,” she said. “Lieutenant Dlara said I needed to be ready with an explanation for why I would have posed as a concubine. What self-respecting flesh and blood woman would subject herself to that?”

      “Hmm.” Grau gazed for a moment into the glowing logs of the fire. He was crouched close to the warmth, as their room for their night was a drafty little place without rugs and only the barest of curtains, and outside the world was damp and cold. “This is your chance to be reborn as a new person. Some people get to write themselves a happy ending, but hardly anyone gets to rewrite a happy beginning.”

      “What would you suggest?”

      He took the notebook and pen, and propped up a knee to provide a writing surface. He wrote faster than her. She could read and write, but back in the House of Perfumed Ribbons, the concubines were rarely given pencils—and never pens. The ink might stain their skin.

      Still, his handwriting was messier than hers. She smiled at that.

      He wrote:

      

      The neighbors who took me in were kind people. I had a good life playing by the river, and helping them with their clothing stall at the market. One day a handsome young sorcerer came through town looking for a new coat, and we got to talking. We talked so long that the young man stayed in Nisa an extra night so he could see me the next day, and then another day, until finally he figured he’d better ask for my hand in marriage. The only trouble was that he had already signed up to serve in the border patrol and he couldn’t bring a wife with him—but he could bring a Fanarlem concubine.

      

      “How’s that?” he said.

      “‘A handsome young sorcerer’, huh?” She smiled wryly.

      “How would you describe me, then?”

      “And this still isn’t the happiest of stories. My parents are still dead.”

      “It’ll be harder to track your origins if your name belongs to people who have died.”

      She imagined the scene: the hustle and bustle of the market tents, the haggling women and travelers. Her hands would be a little dirty; her hair tied back with a scarf. She would be harried but excited by the constant stream of people. One of those people would be Grau, walking in and giving her that look of fascination—the one he had truly exchanged with her, the night he bought her.

      She could almost forget the truth, and believe she had always been free—that she was truly free now, and not just because of a lie.

      “All right,” she said. “From now on, this will be our story.”
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      Two weeks later, their new life began in earnest, as the skyline of Nalim Ima appeared like a mystical city rising out of low morning clouds. They stood on the deck of the ship with all the other passengers, a murmur of awe passing among them. Some of the buildings must have been twenty stories tall, and more were under construction, marked by scaffolds. Steep hills rose behind the buildings, sheer rock faces with snow-dusted tops. Any other city would have been dwarfed by those hills, but Nalim Ima held its own.

      Grau whistled. “I didn’t realize Nalim Ima was so big. It must be worse than Atlantis, with that many people living on top of each other.”

      “Having second thoughts?” she asked.

      “I didn’t say that…but you know I don’t like big cities, and this is the most crowded place I’ve ever been, by the looks of it.”

      Their ship had left from Atlantis, a city Velsa had always dreamed of seeing. Grau had nothing but complaints about the narrow, dirty streets; the rumored prevalence of pickpockets; and the wealthy merchants who flaunted their shape-shifted beauty while dealing in some of the world’s darkest, most addictive magic.

      She had not been there long enough to form much of an opinion. The houses along the river were charming, with arched balconies and tiled roofs, and she had never seen such an array of shops—but it was dirty and every corner seemed to have a beggar, many of them children.

      Nalim Ima was something entirely different, like no place she had ever seen, even in a book. She wondered how anyone even reached the top of such tall buildings. Some of them looked like they were made of liquid silver that gleamed with newness as the rising sun burned the clouds away.

      Before long, the ship was docking. An older man stopped to bow to Grau.

      “Thank you, Mr. Thanneau,” he said. “I think I might have died if you weren’t aboard!”

      “I’m sure that isn’t true.” The sea voyage had been fairly boring so Grau spent a lot of time helping people who were seasick. His skill at elemental sorcery provided some small ease, as he showed people how to sense the flow of the waves.

      “May you and your sweet little doll wife have good fortune at the Palace of Blessed Wings,” the man said.

      “I don’t think anyone on this ship ever learned my name,” Velsa said as he moved on.

      Grau took her hand. “You give a girl freedom and suddenly she wants a name and everything. What next? Respect?”

      He was trying to make her laugh, but she couldn’t hide genuine disappointment. “I guess I’m showing my ignorance. All of us concubines thought that wives were very respected.”

      “I’m sure part of it is that you’re still a Fanarlem,” Grau said. “Flesh-born Fanarlem are so rare that even when people know you’re my wife, they have a hard time separating your appearance from reality.”

      “Reality,” she said, with a faint scoff.

      “History is riddled with lies,” he said, “and this one doesn’t hurt anyone. But you do look so little and feminine.”

      “I look like a concubine. How surprising.”

      “Should I get you a new, tough-looking face?”

      “No!” But she fretted. “Do you think it’s all right?”

      “Flesh-born Fanarlem are rare enough that surely they must have to turn to the makers of concubines. No one could stay in business only making Fanarlem bodies for flesh-born people.”

      It was still better to be called a sweet little doll wife than to have men openly leering at her and congratulating Grau on his purchase…but how would she react to it if she really had been born of flesh? If she had been turned into a Fanarlem as a little girl, would she have simply gotten used to being treated differently from other girls? Or would she feel entitled to be more authoritative, like Grau’s sister?

      These were the questions no one could answer for her. She had no real guide for how a flesh-born Fanarlem girl would feel. She could only imagine this fictional clothing merchant’s daughter. Velsa Biarnan would be called ‘doll’ every day, and much worse. Many customers would assume she was a well-constructed slave. Her telepathic powers would always be on the alert for danger.

      A flesh-born Fanarlem girl would have to be tough, or be eaten alive, she decided.

      When they were allowed to disembark, as they walked down the gangway, up ahead it looked like some authorities were separating the men and women and sending them off to separate doorways.

      “Please have your identity papers in hand!” a man was shouting.

      Grau pulled their papers out of the inner pocket of his coat.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Just an inspection before they let us in. I didn’t think they’d need to separate us, but…”

      “What will they inspect?” she asked, panic rising. What if they interrogated her about her past?

      “They’ll want to be sure we don’t have any diseases.”

      “I certainly can’t have any diseases!”

      “I know. I’m sure it’ll be fast.”

      They reached the end of the gangway.

      “Does your slave have papers?” one of the officials asked.

      “She’s my wife,” Grau said.

      “Oh,” the man said. “I’m terribly sorry. So rarely do I see flesh-born Fanarlem. You’ll have to go this way, miss.” The man pointed her at the door where all the other women were shuffled.

      If she was a concubine, apparently she would have been allowed to stay with Grau.

      “See you soon,” she told him, trying to sound casual like the other women parting from their husbands. I’m free, she told herself. I’m a real woman. This is where I belong. Don’t panic.

      Inside the door, another official stopped her. “Can you read and write?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Velsa said.

      “Then, please, fill this out, this way.” The official handed her a few papers and pointed her toward a room, where several long tables held jars full of pencils. Some of the women stopped to gape at the high ceilings before taking a seat, and Velsa had to do the same. Soaring windows looked out over the ship docks. Every direction she turned, Velsa saw strange things: steel ships with smokestacks, women wearing the fashions of lands unknown, little glass lights on the walls of the room that shone even though the sun was coming through the windows.

      She didn’t want to dawdle and keep Grau waiting and worrying, although then again, she wouldn’t be surprised if he dawdled longer than she did. She took the paper to one of the tables and glanced at the simple questions, like where she was from, her parents’ names, her birthday.

      She had her official papers stating all these things already. But Lieutenant Dlara had forged those papers. This was the first time she had to write down the lies herself.

      It’s not a sin, she told herself. There’s no reason I shouldn’t have a real life.

      On the wall, a large framed print of Kalan Jherin oversaw the room. Kalan Jherin, the High Sorcerer, the Wodrenarune—who supposedly spoke to the fates. Every Wodrenarune, as far back as history had recorded, agreed that anyone born a Fanarlem was a tainted soul and intended by fate to be a slave. It was taught that all Fanarlem were flesh and blood in their past life, but that they did something worthy of fate’s punishment.

      Velsa had never fully believed it, for whatever reason, even though it was drummed into her head. But her telepathic abilities suggested she had been a Miralem in her past life, and she wondered if some lost past was guiding her now. If she needed to pretend she was real, that was a helpful thought.

      I was flesh-born, once. In some other life, some other body…

      Velsa quickly wrote down her answers, and certainly she didn’t have to check any of the boxes about having a strange cough or a rash, vision troubles or fever.

      “All filled out?” The woman at the door—there was someone in uniform waiting no matter where she turned—pointed her down another hall. “Next they will give you a simple medical examination.”

      “But—I’m a Fanarlem.”

      “They will still want to weigh you and check a few things.”

      Velsa wondered if they would ask her to take off her clothes. Under her trousers she was still wearing the chemise and stockings she came with when Grau bought her. Did flesh and blood women wear the same underthings as concubines? Did flesh-born Fanarlem girls have a button sewn onto the back of their legs to keep their stockings up, and satin ribbons tied around their thighs?

      She had a feeling they didn’t.

      But my story was that I posed as a concubine to join Grau at camp. So why shouldn’t I?

      It all sounded very thin. She wouldn’t be able to explain without a quiver in her voice. And then they would know.

      But she had to proceed. And she certainly could not allow any quivers.

      The next door led to a waiting room, hard wooden chairs filled with more nervous women, who were called back through the doors one by one. The pace was quick—Velsa didn’t even wait five minutes before it was her turn. A woman in a plain white dress led her to a scale and asked her to step on. She nodded. “Can you tell me what materials you’re made of? Wooden skeleton?”

      Velsa had no idea there was an option; were any Fanarlem made of something besides wood? “Yes. Wool stuffing and cotton skin. Lots of spells, of course.” Velsa’s skin barely resembled fabric, thanks to all the spells applied to give her the illusion of life.

      The woman pointed Velsa to a small room with a padded table. “Wait there a moment. The magic tester will be here to see you. You’re almost done.”

      Velsa paced the small room, trying not to look too nervous.

      Magic tester?

      Velsa had been born with telepathy, but her powers had been locked away by a golden suppression band around her neck all her life, until Grau unlocked the band. In her new life as a flesh-born Fanarlem, she was allowed to have magic, even telepathy—but Daramons were wary of telepaths. Only the Miralem were telepathic, and Halnari Miralem were the only ones willing to work with Daramons.

      The door finally opened. A beautiful woman stepped in, her braided hair falling mid-thigh, her long sheer dress overlaying a shorter tunic. Her narrow waist, clearly shape-shifted to an unnatural curve, was cinched by a wide sash embroidered with blue and purple flowers.

      Halnari Miralem were famous for their antiquated beauty, which had been the height of style centuries ago in Atlantis and other cities, but had long since been abandoned everywhere else. Velsa couldn’t help but glance at the woman’s feet, which were shaped very narrow, with large bows tied at her ankles to make her feet look even smaller. This gave her a particular gait, like she was balancing on a rope. The heeled slippers she wore added to this willful vulnerability. Her entire body was so willowy she looked like she could blow away, and her hair was grown past her feet, like a train. She carried her braids over her arm, which was clad in a long draping sleeve.

      For once, Velsa was staring at someone more than they stared at her.

      Then again, the woman stared too—especially at Velsa’s dirty, travel-worn clothing. Her eyes narrowed with distaste.

      How did she expect Velsa to be dressed, coming from an ocean voyage?

      “Good afternoon,” she said, pleasantly enough, although her eyes still picked over a small stain on Velsa’s sleeve and the wear on her boots. “I apologize for making you wait. I am the only telepath here today. Your papers say your mother was a Halnari, so I just want to do a brief test of your telepathic abilities.” She held up a crystal and ran it along Velsa’s body, sensing the layers of spells that had created her, then jotted down a few notes on Velsa’s papers.

      Velsa tried not to look too stiff, but she obviously failed, because the woman said, “No need to be nervous. Have you had any training in telepathy?”

      “No. My mother was a Halnari but she died when I was a little girl.”

      “What a shame, not to know any of our ways. Did you have any other Miralem relatives around to help you train your powers?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      The woman held out her pale hand. Her skin was almost white against Velsa’s olive complexion. “Let me feel your energies.”

      Velsa took the hand, with reluctance. Telepaths could hardly help but read some emotions at times, but it was deeply unethical to read thoughts. Surely the woman wouldn’t do it—but if she did, the game would already be over.

      “You’re not controlled, but there is a nice little kick of power there. Let’s try a resistance test.”

      Suddenly, the woman jumped into Velsa’s mind.

      In one swift move, she was dangerously close to Velsa’s secrets. It was a shock, like reaching into a box and feeling a spider race across her arm. Velsa pushed her out before she could even think.

      “Ah! Very good!” the woman said. She wrote something else on Velsa’s papers. “Now, I want you to try and read my mind.”

      The very idea was repellent. Reading another person’s mind seemed to go against some basic rule of decency.

      The woman looked patient. Reluctantly, Velsa reached out to meet her thoughts.

      Resistance was immediate, like hitting a wall. Velsa backed off.

      “No, keep pushing,” the woman said. “You won’t be able to break through, but you need to try so I can gauge your power.”

      Velsa straightened her posture—her whole body had to be with her if she was going to do this. The woman sounded so sure that Velsa couldn’t read her mind, that Velsa wanted to try. She reached out for that mental wall, clenching her fists.

      Her temples were pounding. She was weakening quickly, and freshly aware that she wanted to be good at this. It was the only power she had; maybe the only power she would ever have, in a world where she was seen as a sweet little doll.

      She felt something give in the woman’s mind. A crack in her shield. A sharp flash of anger pushed her back out.

      “Stop,” the woman said. She wiped sweat from her brow. “Very good indeed… I’m going to say you’re about a six on the scale. And you’re untrained, so you can only improve from here. You could reach the eighth level eventually!” She put Velsa through a few more basic tests, mostly attempts to levitate small objects, and jotted down notes. “What are your plans here in Nalim Ima?”

      “My husband is hoping to find sorcery work.”

      “What about you?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      “Lord Jherin needs talented telepaths more than anything else. You could work with us. Someone ought to teach you how to be a proper Halnari.”

      Velsa certainly didn’t want to be a proper Halnari.

      It was a tantalizing idea however, that she might actually have a job and money of her own. But working around other telepaths seemed very dangerous. As they got to know her, they would surely sense her nervousness when her past was discussed. How long before they figured out what she really was?

      “Your talent lies in reading emotions,” the woman murmured. “Very useful indeed.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Velsa said. “I haven’t developed my powers.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Your affinity is apparent, even without training. Your telekinetic skills are weak. Maybe that makes sense. You don’t have a real body to develop a connection with physical things.” Velsa heard faint disdain in her tone.

      “You cannot have any children to occupy your time, so it seems to me you would be dishonoring your new home if you didn’t work for Lord Jherin,” the woman continued after a moment of consideration.

      Velsa looked at the door, panic rising. Would the woman not let her go unless she swore to work for Kalan Jherin?

      She already hated that Grau had to work for such a man, just to be able to pursue his desire to be a potion maker and make a good living.

      “I just got married and followed my husband here; I haven’t thought about much beyond that.” Velsa moved to the door. “You’re done with me, aren’t you?”

      The Halnari woman grabbed her, her fragile beauty belying her strength. “I’m sure your mother would be proud of you if you made something of your powers. Don’t tell me you’re content to be a Daramon man's wife, with no other purpose in this world. No Miralem woman would be satisfied with that.”

      Does she know I’m not really a Miralem woman?

      But I’d rather have no purpose than serve Kalan.

      The woman raised an eyebrow like she heard Velsa’s thoughts.

      The door burst open and Grau appeared. The Halnari woman took her hand off Velsa.

      “Sir,” she said, stepping forward with her careful gait. “Who told you you could come in here?”

      He ignored the question. “Are you finished with my wife?”

      “Yes,” the woman said primly. “But this is the women’s area.”

      “My apologies,” Grau said, but he didn’t sound that sorry. “I passed through customs some time ago, and we have a busy day ahead.”

      “Very well.” The woman dismissed them with a bow, but her eyes didn’t leave Velsa.

      “Are you trying to get us both in trouble?” Velsa asked, as they hurried out, but she couldn’t be too upset with him. “How did you know where I was?”

      “Ever since you did that telepathic thought-sharing thing, I seem to pick up on your thoughts occasionally. Not all of them, not the way you keep picking up on mine, but particularly when you’re distressed. And I wondered what was taking so long. What was she saying?”

      “She wants me to work with her, but even if I didn’t have to worry that they might find out the truth about me, I wouldn’t want to be like a Halnari lady.”

      “No indeed.” He raised an eyebrow, and she knew he found them as strange as she did. He hoisted their bags onto his shoulder and motioned to the double doors leading outside. “Let’s head to the palace complex. They said there’s a coach heading that way every quarter hour.”
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      The street outside was bustling; a line of private carriages accepted the incoming ship passengers who had money, while the poorest of travelers set off down the sidewalks on foot, laden with bags. A few vendors offered meat pies and sausages, the same as one might see in Nisa or Atlantis. The sidewalks were wooden and the road was paved with cobblestones, giving it a very sophisticated appearance compared to the rutted, muddy streets of the other cities she knew. Most curiously, workmen were building some sort of elevated platform and track that led away as far as the eye could see. The sounds of clanging hammers and equipment rang out near and distant.

      A small crowd had gathered by a sign to await the bus. Grau leaned a hand against a lamppost. “I overheard some men talking when I was filling out my papers,” he said. “If you display a gift for elemental sorcery, they won’t let you make potions. They’ll send you to the borders to be ready for war.”

      “Where we just came from?”

      “Yeah. And they won’t let you come with me now that you’re my wife. So I’m going to have to downplay my elemental skill. Learning potion-making was the whole point of this endeavor. Besides, I can’t handle killing another dragon.”

      “More secrets.”

      “It’s not a secret, exactly. Just withholding information.”

      “Which I’m pretty sure is the definition of a secret.”

      He shrugged.

      The coach came along then, an elongated carriage drawn by four horses that seated a crowd on rattly benches. Bold advertisements for soap and flour were posted on its sides. Velsa already missed riding with Grau on his horse, just the two of them, but they had to leave Fern with his sister Preya in Atlantis. Their visit was rushed and secretive because of all the lies they were bringing with them, but despite the unhappy circumstances of her marriage, Preya seemed to be enjoying the social scene in Atlantis and started nuzzling Fern with affection, promising to spoil her.

      Velsa yearned for Fern’s living presence as they boarded the coach a confused rush, with families trying not to get separated and a few of the travelers struggling to understand the fare.

      Nalim Ima seemed to be a land of noise and product. As the bus maneuvered down the streets, everyone pressed their noses to the windows. Most of the buildings were between six and eight stories tall, and crammed together like one continuous structure. When a building did have an exposed side, an advertisement was painted on it. The ground floor always belonged to a shop or other business, offering everything Velsa could imagine—even phonographs. An entire store, just for phonographs, with a dozen on display in the glass window.

      “Look at that!” She hadn’t realized that so many phonographs existed in all the world, much less that anyone could buy them.

      “No trees, I notice,” Grau said. “Have you seen a tree since we got here?”

      No trees, just a lot of wooden poles with wires strung between them. She was not sure of their purpose.

      Grau’s relief was obvious when the carriage bus approached the gates of the Palace of Blessed Wings. Lord Jherin’s red banners hung from the stone walls. Inside the walls, elegant brick buildings flanked squares landscaped with trees and bushes. It was winter, so everything was bare and dead, but they would likely be beautiful in spring when they blossomed. These squares of green pointed the way to a distant palace, impressive even from afar, with more than a dozen towers lifting their sharp, elegant edges to the sky.

      The atmosphere inside the palace walls was serene compared to all the construction and bustle just outside, but it was still curious in how orderly everything was. Velsa had never seen such a large area that was obviously planned and built at once so that it looked the same. It had trees, yes, but certainly it was no untamed landscape like the marshes Grau loved. Strange as this place was, the symmetry appealed to her.

      They got off the bus at the Magical Arts Building. Applicants skilled in magic who wanted to work for Kalan Jherin had to undergo tests here, to determine where they fit in. Velsa wondered if Grau would even be accepted as a potion maker since he had no prior training.

      Inside, Grau filled out more papers and then someone waved him inside a door. “Please, wait here, madia,” the man said, addressing her as a married woman. “This will probably take an hour. There is a lounge across the hall with newspapers and complimentary tea.”

      Velsa stepped into the hall. She had never been apart from Grau so often, and it was hard to shake the constant feeling that she was missing something, that she was vulnerable to the unwanted attention she received as a concubine.

      A girl was standing in the hall—a very striking girl, lean and tall with dark brown skin, wearing a beautiful woven dress of bright colors and a short fur shawl over that. Her hair was cropped close to her head and she wore earrings shaped like moons made of gold—both strange to Velsa’s eyes, because only men wore earrings in the Atlantis region, and no woman cropped her hair. It was only recently that some men did. Velsa had always seen long hair as the privilege of every flesh-and-blood person. She envied the locks of real women, as her own hair had to be purchased and thus was only shoulder-length. But this young woman somehow looked like royalty, short hair and all. She was beautiful in a way Velsa had never seen before.

      As Velsa looked at her, she saw Velsa, and her eyes widened. “Doka kom’ma?” she gasped.

      Velsa spread her hands, trying not to look threatening. “I’m sorry…maybe you’ve never seen a Fanarlem before.” She knew very little of the lands where darker skinned people came from, especially beyond the Balumi Islands, and this woman didn’t look like an Islander.

      “Fanarlem,” the regal young woman repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “You are not dead?”

      “No… I’m waiting for my husband.”

      “You are a wife…? A cloth person wife?”

      “Why would you ask if I was dead?”

      “Where I come from, we have a cloth person in the knowledge house. The dead come back into the cloth person when they have something to say. Then they go back to the spirit world. The doka kom’ma is tied up so they can never leave the knowledge house. That is forbidden.”

      This sounded quite disturbing. “Lots of people here have artificial bodies,” Velsa said. “Most of them are slaves, but not all. And we’re as alive as anyone else.”

      The girl didn’t reply now, but just stared at Velsa like she didn’t quite trust her. Velsa started to turn away, but the girl said, “Wait—I—I was impolite.”

      “It’s all right.” Velsa gave her a friendly smile. “You don’t seem like you’ve been here very long.”

      “I just arrived.” The girl’s shock was slowly fading away into a hesitant curiosity that Velsa couldn’t help but share.

      “Me too. Where are you from?” Velsa asked.

      “The Kaalsons…”

      The Kaalsons might as well have been the moon for all Velsa knew of the region. Daramons had settled the southern continent but they still maintained royal families and didn’t follow the Wodrenarune.

      “Princess Irik!” A man came striding toward them from down the hall, and if the short-haired girl was not enough to look at, he was truly a sight, standing almost seven feet tall in heeled boots. His red hair was already rare, but the color particularly stood out against his emerald green cape, which was embroidered with shimmering thread that shifted hue as different lights caught it. He wore a tight jacket of black velvet and such tight pants—striped, no less—that Velsa blushed to look at them. His black boots had red cuffs that flared so wide, a cat might have used them as a shelter in the rain.

      “The carriage is waiting,” he told the girl—the Princess Irik. Velsa had never seen a real life princess; she was glad Irik didn’t disappoint. The man seemed in a hurry, but still paused to look at Velsa. “And who are you?”

      “Velsa Thanneau.”

      “Are you married to that young eastern fellow applying for a sorcery placement?”

      “Yes.”

      “Very cute,” he said. “I’m familiar with your maker. Lavan, right?”

      “I—yes. He made my body when my, uh, real one was fatally injured.” Velsa twisted her hands. Not an optimal occurrence, to meet someone who knew her maker.

      “Well, I’m sure I’ll see you again,” he said, accepting this story without a second thought. “I just got back from my trip south. Normally, I oversee the magic departments. The Peacock General, at your service.” He bowed to Velsa, and then waved for Irik to keep moving. She was huddled in her fur shawl, with her eyes still looking brightly at Velsa, although her mouth was almost frowning. They departed, his heels clacking on the polished wood floors and her soft leather shoes almost soundless. Velsa couldn’t help but watch until Irik was out of sight, wondering why a princess of the Kaalsons would come all this way. She reminded Velsa of a beautiful animal trapped in a cage—still as dignified as ever, but somewhat defeated.
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      “Good news!” Grau burst into the waiting room about an hour later, dangling two keys in his hand. He pressed one into her palm. “One for you.”

      “What do they go to?” she asked.

      “Our new apartment, where we will live while I’m studying potion making.”

      She put her arms around his neck. “It all worked out?”

      “Yes. I’ve been accepted. Let’s go see our new home.”

      They crossed the square and walked quite a ways, to the buildings farthest from the palace. A sharp wind made Grau’s teeth chatter but he was still talking excitedly. “It’ll be wonderful not to pack up and leave at the end of the night. And once I learn potion making, I can find good work no matter where we go. Keep my little corner spider in style.”

      “I’m not sure I really wanted that to be my nickname for good.”

      “Too late now.” He pointed ahead. “That’s our building.”

      It started to sink in that this was real. A permanent home. Velsa had never wished to be the type of concubine called a Little Wife, who cooked and cleaned for her master while he was at work, but she wasn’t a Little Wife, she was Velsa Thanneau, a real wife who shared Grau’s name, and here she could imagine herself happily baking bread. Although it might help if she had any idea how to bake bread. She had learned to make stew at the patrol camp, but they were both heartily sick of that.

      Inside the door was a vestibule leading to a wooden staircase and a hall with four apartments. The interior of the building matched the outside of the palace grounds, simple but clean and well-kept. Their apartment was on the third floor. Grau rushed up the stairs while she was a little more careful; her body was not quite as coordinated as his. One of the dark green doors bore the number 12, the same as was printed on their keys.

      “Do the honors,” Grau said.

      She unlocked the door.

      It swung open to a narrow little room with one window. The windows and floor were bare. A picture of Lord Jherin hung on the wall but otherwise it was completely spartan with simple wooden furniture. Without a fire going, the room was bitterly cold and decorated with cobwebs in the crannies. However, it did have some modern amenities: a cast iron stove for cooking and warming the room, a sink with a spout that produced cold fresh water on command, and even one of the glass lights that turned on with a magic knob. There was a pan containing ice in the pantry, dripping into another pan below. Most of it had melted.

      “Hey, good news,” Grau said when he saw it. “You wouldn’t know it, but it’s warm enough for ice to melt in here.”

      “What is this for?”

      “Keeping food fresh.” Grau took out his crystal to focus his magic and waved his hands to refreeze the pan of melted water into ice again, then switched the pans so the ice was back on top.

      He poked in the other doors. “I know you hate toilets but this is worth seeing.”

      “I don’t hate toilets. I know they can’t be helped.”

      “It says this tank of water flushes everything away when you pull this chain.” Directions for using the toilet were posted to the tank, including a warning not to flush anything except “paper designed for the purpose”. “No chamber pots or walking outside in the freezing cold. Nalim Ima is truly a wonder.”

      She swatted him. “Okay, no more talk of chamber pots and toilets out of you. Let’s keep some romance.”

      In short order, he had a fire going in the stove, and it seemed more home-like. And most importantly, they could make love in their own bed and fall into sleep, alone and safe. Lately, since she had been thrown into the river by Flower, the other concubine at the border camp, Velsa had been plagued by nightmares, but that night she slept soundly with Grau’s arms around her.

      In the morning, he slipped out of bed early. He seemed to be trying not to wake her, but she woke anyway. Snow was falling outside. It almost never snowed in Nisa, so for a moment she simply stared at the white fluff gliding by the panes before joining him by the fire. He was making tea with some of the last of their supplies, and scribbling a few lines on paper.

      “I want to bundle you up,” he said. She was wearing the same underwear as she would at any other time of year. “I’m not used to this cold. Truly, you are the superior race, aren’t you?”

      “If only everyone thought so.” She glanced at the picture of Lord Jherin again. She wanted to take it off the wall but she worried someone might see that she had done so and accuse them of disloyalty.

      “You’re up so early,” Velsa said.

      “I’m writing Preya to tell her we’re here,” he said. “Do you want to say anything?”

      “Don’t tell her too much about me,” Velsa said anxiously. She worried about word traveling, even all around the world, that she was really a concubine.

      “I just said you’re enjoying the privacy and you’re lounging around in your underwear mocking my numb fingers.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry. Well, when I finish this, I have to report for my first day. I should be back in the afternoon.”

      “What should I do?” The reality of this new life suddenly hit her—that she would be alone in a tiny apartment all day while he was off learning to make potions.

      “You want some money for groceries? That’s one of the things wives usually do during the day. Go shopping. Bake bread.”

      “I don’t know how to bake bread.”

      “I heard there’s a library not far from the Magical Arts Building. I’m sure they have cookbooks. You’re free now, bellora, you don’t have to sit at home and wait for me. You can do anything you want. You can spend all day reading novels if you like.” He put some coins in her hand. “Just remember, this has to last the week. Get some rice and eggs.”

      Her mind flashed back to seeing him hand coins to Dalarsha, to buy her. And now he was putting money in her own hand.

      Sometimes, even after all these months with Grau, she thought she would wake and find it was all a dream.

      She watched out the window as he fell behind a couple of other men, all of them crossing the street to go to work from the row of apartments.

      She should go out and explore. But she had never been alone before. Many Daramons didn’t even see Fanarlem slaves as people and an unattended concubine might be kidnapped or raped. She had telepathy now, so she could defend herself, and she was not dressed as a slave, but to walk out the door alone? Her gut had a hard time trusting that it was safe.

      What are you going to do, stay in these two rooms for days, months, years? With that picture of Lord Jherin staring at you?

      At least go look at the snow.

      She dressed, pulled on her cloak and locked the door behind her, with Grau’s money in her pocket. Down the hall, behind one of the other apartment doors, a child was screaming. A woman started to sing in a thick Kurutian dialect, and the child slowly quieted into soft sobs. The smell of unfamiliar spices was in the air. People came to Nalim Ima from all around the world.

      The bare branches and dead shrubs of the park squares were brightened by the coating of fluffy white snow. Velsa turned toward the gate. Surely it wouldn’t be too far to walk before she found a place to buy Grau’s rice and eggs.

      Some of the people she passed gave a friendly wave as she walked by. She was too startled by this to wave back. It only made her more nervous, reminding her that strangers noticed her. She pulled her hood down around her face.

      Ahead, two Fanarlem servant girls walked together, baskets on their arms. She spotted them even from a distance because they only wore plain tunics and leggings despite the snow, and they were the same height as all Fanarlem girls, five feet tall. They were not as well-made as Velsa, but certainly more so than any other servant Velsa had seen. Their hair was still yarn, like a house slave, but it was neatly braided and they were giggling and talking.

      Velsa yearned to ask them if they knew where the nearest food market was, but a flesh-born Fanarlem married to a Daramon man would never socialize with slaves.

      Watching them, she felt very alone, and she followed at a distance. Their baskets suggested they might be going to the market to buy food for their household.

      She had no friends to walk with and talk to, and she didn’t see how that could ever change.

      Outside the gates, the hectic pace of the city rushed in. Carriages hurried by, people clogged the sidewalks, vendors were shouting and holding out ripe oranges for her perusal. The winter fruit was very tempting; she had never tasted oranges or pomegranates, but she kept following the Fanarlem girls. They traveled many blocks down the wide avenue to a narrower street, underneath another half-built elevated track which cast the sidewalk in shadows even during the day.

      “You for sale, darling?” A man sidled up to her as he came from the other way.

      “No,” Velsa said, clutching her cloak.

      “You aren’t flesh-born, are you? Pretty little thing like you must belong to somebody.”

      “I am flesh-born!” she said. “Married, too! So lay off!”

      He shrugged and kept going. She straightened up a little.

      That wasn’t so hard.

      Actually, it was quite satisfying.

      A little farther down the street, several Fanarlem stood outside a shop, imploring to people who walked by. “Sir—need any help around the house?” “I’m for hire for the day, madam, and I’m handy with tools.”

      The shop sign said ‘Benadar’s Fanarlem for the Day’ and beneath that, “Reasonable prices for smaller jobs—rent a Fanarlem servant for the day, week, or month. Inquire within.”

      “Miss?” One of the Fanarlem girls was looking right at Velsa. “I’m a good cook. You could take the evening off tonight and I’d make you and your husband a nice meal. Only five pieces.”

      The girl’s eyes were hopeful. She was the same height as every Fanarlem girl, but she seemed much smaller somehow, in her flimsy garment and shoes barely soled enough to walk in the snow. She was not at all well-made, like the Fanarlem servants Velsa had now lost track of, but she had an endearing voice. Not too sweet, a little rough even. Her voice had personality.

      And then Velsa saw the golden band around her neck and she took a step back.
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      Velsa staggered away. The girl—a telepathic girl…

      Just like me.

      It could have been me.

      She could not look at Fanarlem slaves without being acutely aware of her good fortune, without guilt slowly opening its mouth to swallow her like a whale. But seeing the golden band made it worse.

      She was reminded too much of exchanging a look with Grau. He had seen something in her, rescued her.

      She fished out her money and counted the coins. Twelve pieces. Maybe the girl could teach her to cook, but it was likely she wouldn’t have money left for much more than rice.

      Grau will understand.

      She went back to the shop. The girl was watching her hopefully. She had a simple doll face, and her appearance gave Velsa an uncomfortable, almost shameful feeling. Most people didn’t really look at slaves, Velsa included. Her own face was finely crafted and laced with magic, meant to draw the eye. This girl’s features were just a crude approximation of a person, with no illusions or finesse. Velsa forced herself not to show any aversion.

      “Can you teach me to cook?” she asked the girl.

      “Yes, most certainly!”

      “All right, then.” Velsa walked into the shop, the girl just behind her. The interior held little more than a counter, some record books, and baskets or pails with cleaning or cooking supplies that the Fanarlem workers must take with them to different jobs. Velsa’s hands were shaky, but she tried
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