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      Asharee lost her family in a monster attack and learned to survive on the streets. It’s a hard life, so when she’s offered a chance to escape, she decides to look past the reputation of the person offering.

      Best decision ever.

      While a house of pleasure might seem like a bad place for a young woman, the truth is Asharee’s never been safer. The gradeenas protect their tizanas. And so she learns how to entice, to dance, to seduce with her eyes and a shake of her hips. But what happens later in the privacy of her room…

      It’s only an illusion because Asharee’s mentor taught her alchemy. With her potions, she can make her clients believe the fantasy she weaves with words—and get them to spill their secrets.

      When an old friend asks her to spy on the king, she must resort to a disguise to get close enough. Only he’s not as expected. For one, Daksh sees right through her deception.

      And still wants her.

      Together, they will travel to a place long forgotten to try and save a kingdom. They will face a peril unlike any. Be tested to their limits.

      And if they prevail, they will have to figure out if there’s a future for a spy and her king.
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      The monsters attacked at night while everyone slept. The first we knew of it, the sand blocks of our home trembled. The walls shivered, stone grinding against stone, noisy enough we woke.

      Papa was the first to start yelling. “Everyone get up and move outside.”

      Snug in my bed, my bundle of blankets a warm nest on a shelf across from the loft holding some of my siblings, I stirred but didn’t quite move. Why did Papa yell? It was the middle of the night, and the tremors that woke us had already ceased.

      Before my eyes could drift shut, the tremors resumed, stronger than before.

      My entire family began exclaiming. “Earthquake.” “It’s an attack.” “Where’s my robe?” “Stop kicking me. I’m up.”

      My younger sister, Juni, who got to sleep in a crate on the floor, cried, and I winced. Usually, as the next youngest daughter, I’d be expected to soothe her, but I was too tired from digging for yamyams, a tough root vegetable that took a full day of cooking to become edible.

      The noise actually lulled me, as did the slight tremor. I pressed my face into my blanket. It wasn’t as if I could go anywhere until the ladder moved from the loft across from me, and that wouldn’t happen until the older siblings were done. I’d been tucked on a highly placed shelf right after Korl and Guuin were put to bed. The shelf was too high for me to jump without injury.

      A lantern lit, quickly followed by another, giving chaotic sight to the sound.

      “Asharee! Get up.” Mama was the one in the tumult who noticed I remained abed.

      “I can’t get down,” I reminded as I swung my skinny legs over the edge of my shelf. Food had been tight the last few moons, the once plentiful sands of Ulkruuba not providing like they used to. Papa and those who passed through all claimed it unnatural, but they’d not found a cause.

      “Dyn, get your sister off the shelf. Those on the floor, grab something and head for the rocks.” Mama belted out orders.

      As the last of sleep finally cleared my mind, I stared at the floor and saw a section of it ripple before dimpling as it sunk. “Is the house on a sink hole or something?”

      It turned out to be worse than that.

      As Mama barked instructions, she also counted her children fleeing from the house, nine of us, ten if we counted the one in mama’s belly.

      My oldest sister, Lurela, held a sobbing Juni to her chest and had a basket over her arm as she ran out the door. My stocky brother, Saar, grabbed an urn under one arm and a crate under another.

      Dyn held out his arms to me, and I hesitated. A sense of danger held me fast.

      The floor under my brother’s feet, just hard-packed sand and dirt packed down by our feet, exploded in chunks, and a clawed leathery arm poked through.

      I gaped.

      Others yelled. Then yelled some more as a second clawed paw emerged, followed by a snout. No eyes. Despite its size, it reminded me of the tiny salamanders we used to see when digging for yamyams. They’d disappeared like everything else.

      Dyn whirled, and I admired his courage when he yelled in the monster’s face. “Get back!”

      The creature didn’t flinch but rather bit my brother in two.

      My jaw dropped, and while I screamed inside, I held my breath. I didn’t move or breathe. It probably saved my life.

      The monster came with friends. Two more beasts with leathery skin tunneled into the already crowded house. Their elongated heads swung side to side, eerily similar to the salamanders, down to the same spirals on their craniums. Ears of a different sort than I had were still very effective at detecting sound.

      When Papa yelled, “You’ll feed my family for weeks, you overgrown lizard,” the one closest swung in Papa’s direction and snapped almost in the same motion. Papa dove just in time and swung the hammer he’d grabbed against the lizard’s skull. To no effect. Not even a dent.

      The monster shook its head, not slowed in the slightest. A worried Papa did his best to defend. He got eaten for his attempt.

      My oldest and bravest brothers who remained did their utmost to distract the monster while the rest of my family fled. Mama and my sisters, even Korl who’d managed to leap from his shelf without twisting an ankle. Not me or the just-as-short Guuin though. We’d gotten stuck. Probably the safest place if we kept quiet.

      My older brothers weren’t quiet as they swung their shovels and picks. They screamed as well when they got bitten and chewed. I closed my eyes for that part.

      Once the massacre finished in the house, the monsters slunk outside. The rocks my family fled to for shelter weren’t far. Not that they offered any protection. I heard their screams. Strident. Filled with pain. Terrified too. They abruptly cut off, except for one shrill scream. I think it was Lurela, the one who usually brushed my hair and, when our brothers made me cry, whispered that boys smelled. They sure did. My big sister was the one who cared for me, and I could do nothing to stop her pain but hold my hands to my ears, trying to muffle it.

      Eventually, quiet returned to the night, but life had left forever. My family was gone. I wanted to cry, but then, I might die too.

      A lantern still burned on the floor, somehow having survived the carnage. It meant I could see. I had a hard time reconciling the scattered body parts and smears of blood to my father and my brothers. Papa, who’d taught me everything until Mama claimed I was old enough to help with women’s work.

      Tears brimmed, and I bit my lip as I glanced away. Across from me, Guuin shook, his eyes wide and staring, fully in shock despite him being nine years to my seven.

      I wanted to say his name, to remind him and myself that we weren’t alone if we were together. But would sound bring the monsters back? I’d seen how they reacted when my family made noise. I didn’t want to die. And perhaps that made me selfish. Why should I join my family in death? Surely, they’d want me to live if I could?

      Huddled with indecision, I must have dozed off because I jostled abruptly, my head snapping up and almost smacking the ceiling.

      An extended moan echoed, but it didn’t come from me. I glanced over to see my brother, fist shoved in his mouth, staring at what came through the door.

      The lantern had burned out, and yet the dawn must be near because I could faintly see. The giant lizard came through the door, bringing with it a meaty stench that had me closing my eyes and holding on to my roiling stomach. I didn’t need to see the blood on it or recollect the screams to know I smelled my family.

      Guuin couldn’t contain himself. His groan of despair swiveled the giant lizard’s head. The biggest I’d seen, the kind exaggerated in stories to scare children.

      I prayed silently for Guuin to be quiet. Please, any god listening. Zef. Bryl. Ovv. I named off all the ones I knew.

      None replied. They never did despite what Mama claimed.

      The lizard stood below Guuin and tilted its head side to side. At least Guuin had the common sense to freeze even if because of fear.

      A second monster crossed the threshold, leaving a third outside poking its nose in.

      Why had they returned? Would they burrow back into their hole?

      Apparently, they’d chosen our house as their new den. They ignored the shaft they’d created and settled atop the remains of my family, curling into leathery balls just like salamanders, with the last one in shutting the door, closing us in darkness. They avoided the light. The discovery of similarities kept me from succumbing to panic.

      If these were like salamanders, then they liked to sleep during the day and would burrow if you exposed them to daylight. Also, they had tough skin and little meat. It was why Papa told us to never bother hunting them. That was only partially true of the giant version. Hard skin, I’d seen it by my family’s inability to dent it. But the sheer size of this thing meant meat that would have fed us for months with more than enough left over to trade. But that would require killing it first, and if Papa and my brothers couldn’t do it, then a little girl like me stood no chance.

      As the dawn brightened, the cracks around doors and windows provided some illumination without waking the creatures, although I did notice they all kept their limbs out of any direct beams.

      Their apparent slumber roused my brother from his stupor. Guuin dangled from his shelf. My mouth rounded, but I didn’t dare say a word as my brother dropped, hitting the ground with a slight thud then pausing.

      The monster closest to him twitched. Guuin remained statue like as the lizard settled back to sleep. He took a step. Paused. Step. Paused. He took care to give himself time in between. I admired his bravery. I shook in fear for him.

      He’d reached the door when he finally eyed me and put a finger to his lips. Shh.

      As if I didn’t already know. Then he pointed to the shuttered window that I could reach from my shelf. He mimed me jumping and him catching. It was a good plan but for one thing. Since it was my job each night to secure the shutters for the windows, that meant I knew how it creaked. The noise would be too much. I’d wake the lizards for sure. But then again, I couldn’t stay here.

      Guuin had no such qualm as he heaved on our door, slightly askew from the lizards passing. It uttered a strained whine and shifted enough to let in a bright sliver of sunlight that bathed the tan dustiness of a lizard’s tail. It began to smoke, and a squeal of pain woke the other two monsters.

      How interesting. The salamanders I’d caught in the past never burned.

      The sunlight made the creatures cower. One even stuck its head in the shaft it had emerged from. Guuin took a moment to smirk. Then, like an idiot, instead of running into the light, he took two steps away from the door to grab a sack beside the bloody remains of Papa.

      The lizard he’d burned suddenly unfurled its tail, pushing the door mostly shut. The partial closure brought enough darkness the monsters could move without harm from the sun.

      As for Guuin… My brother was eaten, without even a cry, just a wet crunch.

      I didn’t say a word. Didn’t move. Barely breathed as the beasts went back to sleep. It didn’t take long.

      I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I didn’t want to die. Which meant I couldn’t stay.

      The shutters creaked as expected when I opened them, and right away, brilliant rays filled the space. As the monsters hissed in rage and pain, I clambered out of the window and sat on the edge, terrified of the drop. What if I was wrong and they came outside to eat me?

      I’d die for sure if I stayed.

      I jumped. My legs buckled and protested at the impact, and I uttered a sharp cry. I heard a thump on the door and rolled to my buttocks, scooching back before I thought to rise and dust off my hands.

      The bright sun kept them in my house. It also showed me the trail of carnage. I ignored body parts as I collected a dropped sack, a knife, the blanket that my mother’s fingers still clutched. I closed my eyes and bit my lip as I pried them off.

      I couldn’t be squeamish. I was an orphan who would do anything to survive.
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      Nineteen years later…

      

      The crowd spoke not a word as I emerged onto the stage, my features—even my hair—veiled, my body wrapped in scarves, tiny bells sewn along the seams. The only part of me that peeked out? My heavily kohled eyes, the lashes thick and dark, and my sandaled toes, the nails painted with a gold glitter.

      I stood on that stage unmoving, a statue for longer than most would dare. I waited until all eyes fixed on me. Tendrils of smoke from the braziers placed around the stage wreathed my lower body, giving the impression of mist. After all, this was a song about the marsh, the almost impassable wetlands to our south, guarded by a coven of evil witches. A song about the love of a witch for a veiled stranger that ends in her killing him when he wants her to leave the marsh.

      A strange choice to sing in a pleasure house, perhaps, but only if I’d been singing the words, which I wouldn’t. The third verse had a line about the eating of manhoods to strengthen witchy magic that ruined the mood.

      But I wanted the melody of that song. The building of a mood that began as a simple beat on a drum, the kind made of tanned skin stretched taut. Each slow percussion was followed by a twitch of my hips. A light tap to his left drum, my right hip jiggled. Right and I went the other way, the gentle motion making my chimes ring lightly.

      With their gazes fixated on my hips, I entered the second stage of the dance, where a flute brought in more sweeping sounds. High. Low. I began twirling, lightly, my scarves fluttering to match my movement, flattening against my frame or hanging depending on what limb I lifted. There was an art when it came to molding the fabric to the body and hiding it.

      The bells that jingled as I moved added to the song, and I increased their sound as I tugged at my scarves, unwinding one to reveal the indent of my waist. Covering it again. Showing off the curve of my hip. A glimpse of my navel, where a jewel nestled.

      Never too much at once. Never enough to do more than whet their appetite. A proper dance of seduction—as my mentor, a formerly in-high-demand tizana, taught me—was about giving as little as possible and leaving them begging for more.

      By the time I finished the song, I had the audience thinking they’d seen intimate parts of me while unable to remember exactly how any of me appeared. They would try and piece together a full picture of me and fail. It would make them desperate for more.

      I exited the stage, moving rapidly that I might have a moment to myself before my client for the evening arrived. That would be decided by who showed the most generosity. Small brass pots would be collected from interested patrons and inside there would be coins or jewels. How much really depended on how desperate they were. No refunds even to the losers. Only the gift that impressed me most would receive a private meeting.

      I expected it to be a lucrative night. Two of my regulars would be vying for my attention. After all, I was the cream of the Luxuria Gradeena, the most exclusive pleasure house in the country’s capital. I worked only when I felt like it. Another lesson from my mentor, Qynn: “They’ll pay more if they think it’s exclusive.”

      I missed having Qynn around, but I’d known her retirement neared. Once my mentor reached a certain age, and a level of comfort wealth wise, she hung up her dancing bells. I’d have a way to go before I could do the same.

      My boudoir on the fourth floor had a panoramic view of the city at night. Bright lights blinked like jewels, and if I sat on the ledge, I could catch snippets of song from the tavern just up the road. When it was just me, I liked to keep the windows open, but it made my clients nervous. As if they’d not been seen coming into the gradeena. There were no secrets in the city.

      I pulled closed the drapes as the door to my room opened. I guessed without turning who I’d see.

      “My love, I’ve returned.” Filik Dagnon oozed eagerness. The great and mighty advisor of the king, putty in my hands.

      “Filik. You really shouldn’t. What would your wife say?” A shrewish woman who’d squeezed out an heir and a spare. The Lady Dagnon had a penchant for her housekeeper and thus preferred her husband be occupied elsewhere.

      “She doesn’t have to be my wife anymore. Marry me,” Filik begged. Part of his fantasy was he liked to pretend he’d actually have the brass balls to kill his wife and wed me. He wouldn’t. The highborn only rarely married lower than their station. And it didn’t get any lower than a tizana, even if I worked at the most exclusive gradeena.

      “How do I know you aren’t lying to me?” I added a pouty lilt to my words. He couldn’t see my face. None of my clients did. Part of my mystery.

      “Let me prove my love.”

      I knew how he wanted to prove it. But as usual, I had him give me what I wanted instead. “Tell me something secret. Something that shows you trust me.”

      Filik didn’t hesitate. “The king is said to be looking for a wife.”

      “Bah. They’ve been saying that for years.”

      “For real this time, though.”

      “Not a secret.” I waved my hand. “I guess that answers my question of whether you truly love me.” I went to the door, and suddenly fearful of being tossed out, Filik yelled, “No. I do. Believe me. There have been reports of monsters attacking towns.”

      “Is it the gigamanders again?” We’d been hearing of more and more attacks lately. The deaths of my family? Just the start of the monsters. It had gotten so bad we’d been seeing refugees arriving in the city as people migrated away from the towns built atop the deep sands out of fear they’d be next.

      “Worse than gigamanders. Flying monsters that swoop from the sky. Some claim they spit flame.”

      “Dragons?” I snorted.

      His frantic nod almost sent him to the floor. “I heard the witnesses myself. And that’s not all. The storms are bad this year.”

      “The dust storms are bad every year.”

      “Not like this,” Filik insisted. “Entire towns have disappeared. Landmarks wiped out and new ones appearing.”

      That was interesting, but the extent of Filik’s news. I might have to put him aside for a bit until he had something better. Maybe I’d try my hand at snaring the king’s general. While I’d heard he was happily married, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d caused one to stray.

      I sat in my chair. “Just one more thing…” I dangled my foot.

      Filik almost went cross eyed as he stumbled for the lotion by the bed, a special blend just for him. The routine was always the same. He placed a large dollop in his palm then rubbed his hands together to warm it, absorbing some of it with his skin.

      The drug in it took only seconds to take effect. His eyes rolled back a second before he collapsed. I pulled a rope and Palla entered, my bodyguard and best friend. Almost twenty years we’d been together, and she’d changed little. She still wore her dark hair shorn short and spiky. She eschewed voluminous robes in favor of breeches and armor.

      Where I had a slim and willowy shape, Palla had a solid strength that many a male misjudged to his detriment. I never feared when she was near, as Palla was good at reminding the over eager and uninvited that there were consequences. I called the shots. And those that didn’t play by my rules got a painful lesson in following them.

      Palla snorted the moment she recognized the limp body. “Him again?”

      “Trust me, I’m aware I need to trade him in. He’s tapped for information.”

      “I’ll ensure the bidding leans in someone else’s favor next time, then,” Palla stated as she bent and slung him over her shoulders.

      “See if we can’t tempt the king’s general in for a show. Perhaps Councilor Jray or Lord Vazar could host a soiree and hire me as the entertainment.”

      “Are you talking about General Do’om?” That caused Palla to chuckle. “The man is much too rigid to stray from his wife. How else do you think they ended up with nine children in seven years.” Almost unheard of among nobles, but Do’om also happened to be a follower of Ovv, one of the older fertility gods.

      “Well, who do you suggest then?” I snapped, not really angry because Palla spoke the truth. Always had since we’d become friends, first in the desert when her caravan found me and then while living on the streets of our first city, Thaasky. When my circumstances changed, I made sure to bring Palla along with me. “I need a new fount of information.” Because while dancing paid well, spying was a lot more fun and could sometimes be just as lucrative. More than one investment had paid off with the knowledge I’d gathered. As a result, I’d become a silent owner of a few businesses.

      “Do’om is as high as you can go unless you want to try the king himself.”

      I grinned. “Maybe I will.”

      To which Palla laughed again. “You and a king. Ha. I’d like to see you try.”

      We arranged Filik, removing his clothes with quick efficiency before tucking him under a blanket. I then held a vial with a potion I liked to call “subtle subliminal” under his nose. I let him breathe in the fumes of it a few times before I whispered in his ear, telling him snippets about the decadent things he’d done with me. How much he loved me. How he’d passed out with pleasure.

      He’d wake with a vague recollection and a great sense of satisfaction. I’d pretend to be sorry he had to go, and he’d make all kinds of promises to keep me.

      With the stage set, Palla left well before Filik woke. As he stirred, I placed my book aside and pretended to rouse with him, all of me perfectly covered, as was proper for an unmarried woman when with a man. Ironic given the things he’d supposedly done to my body.

      As he pushed to a sitting position, I slipped out of the bed that had seen countless men—but no actual sex—and grabbed a voluminous robe, covering myself even further. A reminder to Filik that our evening was done.

      We played the dance of departure—“I’ll miss you.” “I’ll count the hours.”—and only once I’d closed and locked my door did I heave a sigh of relief.

      Done for the night.

      Or not.

      A slow clap from a corner had me throwing the dagger I pulled from a concealed pocket before I’d even turned to look.
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      Nineteen years ago…

      

      I didn’t know how long I wandered, lost in the desert, before I met Palla. After my entire family died, I started running, with no real direction or plan other than trying to get as far away as possible from the killer lizards.

      Despite knowing their dislike of the sun, I often checked over my shoulder, convinced they’d come after me. I even imagined their jaws rising from the sand, chomping off my foot.

      Having fled in a panic, I didn’t have much in way of supplies, only a partially full skin of tepid water infused with herbs my mother insisted I carry at all times. A child of the desert, I knew to drink only sparingly. Oases were few and sometimes far between. It didn’t help that I’d not followed a known path, like the road to Giilba, a smallish town where my father’s sister lived. A mean woman with too many children, she had a quick cuff and stern words even for her niece.

      When light began to wane, I got lucky, finding three boulders barely poking from the sand. But better than sleeping on the ground. I spent the night curled on the biggest of the rocks, shivering with cold despite the blanket I’d grabbed.

      I ignored Papa’s lessons. How could I use the sand as my insulating blanket when I didn’t trust the desert anymore?

      It wasn’t that the desert held no dangers. It had plenty, like scorpions that could paralyze with their sting, spiders that liked to use flesh to grow their eggs, and the poisonous sweat cacti. One prick of their needle and all the moisture in a body leached out until a person or animal collapsed, a dry husk. I was faster and smarter than those perils and only feared the sinkhole. Papa had lost a good number of his family to one. It was why he insisted our homestead be near a rocky formation. But while Papa taught about all those other things, he never told me monsters lived under the sand.

      Grief hit me as I stared onto the desert, which darkened as the sun went below the horizon. I was alone for the first time in my life. I’d never been away from my family. Never slept alone. Never knew how quiet it could be without any siblings around. A desert girl, I knew better than to let any tears fall, and I closed my eyes tight, which only served to amplify the silence.

      I am alone. And I was scared. How could I survive when none of my family had? Barely any water or food. I’d never make it. The desert didn’t show kindness to the foolish and unprepared.

      Yet, what other choice did I have?

      I didn’t want to die. With that in mind, I had to make it through the night and ignore my extreme fatigue. If I slept, I might not know if the monsters came. Not that I had a plan to fight or escape them. More that I didn’t want to be asleep when it happened. Who knew where I’d wake up?

      Our family didn’t follow any one religion. Maybe that was why none of the gods came to help us. Or maybe they didn’t exist.

      I startled at everything that first night. The faint whistle of a breeze over the undulating sands caused it to shift, the tiny particles moving almost musically, changing the landscape. Would I hear it if the monsters tunneled through? Would the rock under me vibrate and warn of a monstrous arrival?

      Would I ever feel warm again? My body and soul couldn’t stop shivering.

      Despite all my discomforts, I fell asleep and woke with the dawn, alive and unharmed. Kind of surprising. I had a sip of water, a bite of the single piece of leathery cacti I’d found thrown to the ground a few paces from my youngest sister. If I’d not been on my shelf, but on the floor with the others, I’d have been lying there too.

      A morose thought to start a day that didn’t prove any better than the previous. The next was even worse. Despite fashioning a cover for my head and body, the full stare of the sun beat down on me as I plodded, one foot after another. The blisters on them had burst, and after the initial sting, I felt nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      Mind and body were numb, but my instinct to survive remained sharp. When I caught motion from the corner of my eye, I’d pounced, snaring a scorpion by its tail. Not even thinking, but remembering the lessons of my father, I snapped off the end with the stinger before sucking on it. I gagged, stomach rebelling against the bitterness hitting my tongue. I wanted to stop, but I heard Papa, “To stay alive, eat the live.” If it moved or could grow like a plant, then it could nourish, unless it was a red-tip needle plant; those poisoned everything.

      A scorpion wasn’t a bug, but meat. Just a different kind than usual. I looked to the horizon as I choked it down. I didn’t enjoy it, but I would have eaten more. Anything to ease the knot in my belly—and survive.

      I kept walking, no sense of time or direction. Out of water and food. But the scorpions, and even a few spiders, kept me going until they didn’t, and I fell face first in the sand.

      Get up.

      I tried making it a command. Even thought of my father barking it in his loud voice. But I had nothing left. I lay on the sand and waited to die.

      The sun set, and everything cooled. Sand, air. Skin. My breath began to puff. And yet I didn’t shiver.

      I saw the swaying hem of a robe first, the fabric roiling with the motion of the person’s feet. There remained enough light to see the toes peeking, the nails of them painted blue.

      The woman stopped by my side and said nothing. I had to be hallucinating. Maybe I’d ingested some poison, or my diet didn’t agree with me. There most definitely wasn’t a woman in the desert with me.

      “Are you going to lie there all night?” asked a voice dry with amusement.

      “I think that’s a good plan.” I was surprised my dry tongue managed to rasp out an answer.

      “Giving up?”

      I didn’t want to, and yet my body couldn’t take anymore. I forced it anyhow, pushing to my knees, my entire being shuddering with the effort. I managed to get to my haunches and got a good look at the woman that couldn’t be here. I might be young, but I knew meeting random beautiful women in the desert didn’t happen.

      Beautiful of bearing, her face uncovered, and yet her features showed her as one desert born. Her eyes were as dark as her hair. She wore a robe of intricate stitching, and it undulated with her movement, shimmered with light. I’d never seen anything more gorgeous.

      “Who are you?” I asked, and I knew for sure it was a dream when she replied, “I am Rotha.” A name I recognized.

      “The goddess of war,” I replied.

      “You’ve heard of me.” She tossed her hair a bit, as if preening.

      “My mother says to not worship you because you’re a whore.” My mother always said I had a child’s honesty.

      My hallucination recoiled and huffed, “That is a very sexist thing to say, child. Women can seek out their own pleasure.”

      “With their husband,” I added as I’d been taught.

      “With whomever they like,” the beautiful woman exclaimed.

      “Only whores have sex with everyone.” I only had a basic idea of sex from what I’d heard my brothers discuss when they didn’t know I eavesdropped. But I knew enough that sex was only supposed to be with your husband.

      “Fine. I’m a whore, and you know what? I’m proud of it. It shows I don’t care what people think of me. I do what makes me happy.” She angled her chin.

      Oddly, her words struck a chord in me. “Why would a goddess visit me?” I had an aunt who insisted a certain god had visited her and he was the reason her baby came out not looking at all like either parent. The hooves kind of gave it away.

      “I want you to serve me.”

      “Serve you?” I glanced around. Desert to the left of me, desert to the right. I eyed her. “I have nothing to give.”

      “But yourself. Be my champion.”

      “Your champion?” I wrinkled my nose. “But I don’t know how to fight.”

      “You’ll learn. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “If you want me to learn, you’ll have to help me find my way to a town,” I countered. Speaking to the imaginary goddess seemed to have temporarily restored some of my senses. Or did I fool myself?

      “I’ll do better than just guide you. I’m going to give you all the tools you need to save yourself so that one day you can save us all from his wrath.”

      “Whose wrath?” I asked.

      “You’ll find out in due time.” She kissed my forehead, and it burned. Not in a painful way that made me cry. Rather my body jolted in exultation. Thrashed and—

      I woke alongside a small, muddy oasis. My clothes were damp and my skin moist. My tongue didn’t rasp inside my mouth. Despite not knowing my situation, I rolled for the water, and I didn’t care if it had grit or who knew what else in it. It was life.

      I would have greedily drunk until my belly burst, but I knew better. I’d be sick with too much. And besides, I already felt better.

      I shoved to my hands and knees in the muck, and a voice cried out, “The girl is awake.”

      A woman with drawn features neared. She crouched. “Hello, child. I’m Hiixa.”

      “Asharee.” A raspy whisper of a reply. I had a fleeing memory of another woman.

      The goddess…

      “Where is your family?” Hiixa questioned me.

      I ducked my head. “Dead. Monsters got them.” Grief gripped me with sharp claws.

      “You’re lucky to be alive. Do you have somewhere to go?”

      I thought of my mean aunt and shook my head.

      “Well, we don’t have much, but you’re welcome to travel with us. You wouldn’t be our only orphan. I lost my son.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I hastened to reply. I knew the loss could debilitate. My own mother didn’t move from her bed for seven days.

      The woman cleared her throat, her eyes brimming. “Here’s a piece of taaman to fill your belly.” A flat and dry bread my mother used to make. “We don’t have any spare clothes or blankets, I’m afraid. We were lucky to escape with our lives.”

      Had I known this woman, I might have asked her more. Instead, I nodded and muttered, “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. It might have been better to leave you.” I didn’t understand then that she believed death would be better than life.

      When she left me, I chose to look around and noticed a camp around the watering hole. If you could call a few pitched blankets a camp. People milled around, about twelve, many of them sitting and staring morosely. Sorrow hung palpably in the air.

      The sky lightened to a purple that had me clenching in fear. Night was coming. I needed a rock.

      A scramble to my feet showed only a few spindly trees. Good thing I wasn’t a big girl.

      I sprinted for the nearest one. I wanted the vibration of my feet to be long lost before the monsters woke. In my head, I imagined them following me, determined to eat the one they missed. I ignored the voice of my father that told me most animals preferred to hunt only a certain distance from their lairs.

      I’d just leaped onto the base of a trunk, my arms and legs hugging the tree, when a voice from above hissed, “This one is taken.”

      A glance up had shown me a freckled face framed in shorn hair that spiked upside down with her where she peeked between the wide fronds.

      Before I could reply, she pointed. “That tree is free.”

      I quickly scaled the one slightly over, ignoring the scrape of my skin in my haste. At the top, I had to slip through the overlapping leaves until I sat where the short, stout branches held fat fronds, the tops of them black. Sturdy looking to the unaware. They’d bend with the slightest weight. But the bowl created by the branches could cradle a person if they hugged their knees tight. I poked my butt in the hollow and wrapped my arms around my shins. It didn’t stop my shiver as the sun dipped and my damp clothes caught the night air.

      “Catch.”

      I glanced to see the freckled girl tossing me something. I caught a husk with a stopper. I didn’t pause to wonder if it was wise but tugged it loose and drank the bitter brew. It warmed and invigorated and made me miss home. Earth’s bounty. What they called the pod that grew in the sands, absorbing moisture as it grew, forming liquid-filled nuts. Once emptied, the shell could be cracked to get at the fibrous meat inside. It had been a long time since I’d seen one. They’d disappeared in our area.

      “Who are you?” asked the girl. “I’m Palla.”

      “Asharee,” was my shy reply.

      “We found you in the desert. Mistress Venn thought you would die for sure.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t,” I’d huffed.

      “Me too. It will be nice to have someone else to talk to. I lost my best friend the day after my parents.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Our town was hit by the plague.”

      I couldn’t help but recoil.

      Palla offered a sad smile. “Don’t worry. It was the kind of plague that only infected those bitten by another infected. I heard Master Ruen say it started with an artifact Kohl found in the ruins.”

      A child didn’t think to wonder if Palla or the others might be contagious. My mind went right to the important part. “Ruins?”

      “Old ones that were just smashed walls above ground with tunnels going under.”

      My eyes widened. “Tunnels in the sand? Did you ever go inside?”

      “Only one. We’re not supposed to on account they’re haunted by the dead. What about you?” Palla asked. “What happened to your family?”

      My lips turned down. “Monsters.” I told her a brief version of my story, finishing with, “…ate parts of them.”

      A gaping Palla exclaimed, “Wow. And I thought my having to hit my grandpa when he tried to bite me was bad. I’m glad you’re alive.”

      I could truthfully reply, “Me too.”

      As the stars rose, I clamped my lips shut but not before saying one more thing. “See you in the morning.”

      Palla settled with one softly whispered, “Good night, Asharee.”

      My hope didn’t jink it. We survived that night, and in the morning, we immediately became the best of friends. We travelled with Mistress Hiixa and the others to the town of Lokin, mostly tents atop sand. I immediately knew I couldn’t stay.

      My anxiety had me eyeing the tents and feebly built houses. Did they not realize they had no protection? When I chose to leave, Palla decided she’d rather follow me than stay. We joined a new caravan and headed for Thaasky, a veritable mountain to girls who’d never seen a real city before.

      The city of Thaasky covered the surface of the mountain. Pockmarked it all around, the various caves linked with walkways strung across and slanted upwards. It allowed quick passage between places.

      A city this large had tiers of humanity. The highest levels were for the elite. Although, at first glance, I had to wonder just how special it was. What if someone surrounded it with an army at the base? There would be no escape from a window for those at the top.

      The base was where Palla and I melted off to, leaving with barely a goodbye. No one in the caravan cared. No one had time for orphans. The streets of the city were full of them. We became two of the beggars, holding out a hand, pleading, “Please. I’m so hungry.”

      Sometimes, we were lucky and someone would give us a coin, but I preferred food to feed ourselves since some of the shopkeepers would chase us away or steal our coin rather than let us buy anything. A few times we scored some hand-me-downs to wear. Not that we got rid of our rags for begging. We had to look the part. But when we weren’t trying to fill that gnawing hole in our bellies, we dressed, usually as boys, since we got less disturbing stares that way. Young girls didn’t last long on the streets. Boys fared slightly better if they were quick.

      I was as rapid as they came and dressed like a young lad. It still wasn’t enough to save me.

      A drunken trio cornered me coming back from the baker with a stale loaf under my arm. I also had a crumbled cookie in my pocket. A treasure.

      The shortcut darkened
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