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      Harrai

      

      The first edge of dawn broke over the eastern mountain range, turning the soft clouds to pink, and waking the dragon king before the morning bells.

      Harrai never slept well, not since he was a child and the weight of the throne fell unexpectedly on his shoulders. For years he had refused to sleep in this bedroom, despite the striking view, because he could not think of it is as his, could not accept that his parents were gone. But twenty years had gone by, and he had fully embraced the role: the crown, the duties, the rooms.

      This moment of pristine morning beauty, when the first light grazed the snow-capped peaks to the west, was the only moment of the day he was alone.

      So very alone.

      The morning bells rang.

      He threw off the covers and took off his linen sleep shirt, folding it loosely and leaving it on the bed for the maids. Jarlan had always teased him about this, a king trying to make things easier for the maids. But Harrai had never grown quite comfortable with being served. It felt like the mark of a kingdom gone soft. If he couldn't keep his chambers clean and dress himself, how could he be expected to take up a sword for his country either? What sort of man was that?

      Not that it matters. We're failing, no matter what I do, and unless we find the queen...

      Well, he had no control over that.

      His agenda today was to tour the larger farms of Kota and speak to the farmers, assessing the state of the spring plantings. He could dress simply, thank the goddess, although there would be no time for a morning ride with Dirjet with such a full schedule. Too bad, but he'd still rather spend a day at the farms than in court.

      He wore a shirt of dark blue silk, clasped to the side, with a belt of shining dragon scale, or else he knew Grandmother would take one look and deem him too plain to be seen. He tugged on sturdy boots and was brushing his hair back around his black horns--the true mark of royal blood, inherited from the blood of dragons in his veins--when he heard voices outside his door. A number of them. He was expecting his breakfast, but this was definitely not breakfast.

      He opened the door, still holding a comb, and nearly groaned when he saw Grandmother, Master Peitir of the court telepaths, several of his disciples, and a few attendants tagging along for good measure. They all had a restless, pinched look about them.

      "Curses," Harrai said. "One look at you all and I want to go back to bed. Something's happened."

      "Yes, my lord."

      "Well, spit it out." As the moment dragged on, Harrai's heart started pounding. This reminded him far too much of the morning he was told his parents had been found. That awful word, in that awful tone.

      Grandmother's eyes darted to Master Peitir, and her lips pinched. This was his news to deliver, then.

      "We have located your queen," Master Peitir said.

      Harrai exhaled. "You're sure?" After so long... They had started to wonder if the queen might never be reincarnated, if her soul was simply lost.

      "Yes. Quite sure. But...she is in the Daramon lands..."

      Harrai almost laughed from sheer relief. "Well, I'm not afraid of them. Their sorcery is no match for mine. Tell me where she is and I'll make preparations to leave immediately. And once we have her here--finally, this era can begin properly…" He trailed off when their faces didn't share any of his excitement. "I don't care if she's a Halnari," he said. "She's our queen and she'll learn our ways."

      The Halnari were the only Miralem who lived among the enemy, the Daramons, and had thrown their lot in with them for financial gain. So he assumed this had to be the source of their dismay. His queen was the enemy. That would cause trouble. The Halnari would fight them. If she was from a poor family, they might be paid off, but considering the Halnari wealth, they might not be easily bribed to give their daughter over to the Drai people. Plus, she would have that awful, ridiculous Halnari shape-shifting.

      Yes, the more he thought about it, this could be bad. At worst, it could start a war between Halnari and Drai...

      "It's worse than that," Grandmother snapped, as Master Peitir looked pale and fragile, like this discovery had aged him twenty years in one morning.

      "Worse than a Halnari? I mean, she's not a Daramon, is she?"

      "Worse," Grandmother said.

      "Is she a horse?" Harrai finally snapped.

      "She is a Fanarlem," Master Peitir said, in a whisper, as if he speaking it aloud was the only thing making it real, and he had to avoid it if he could. "Our queen...what have they done to her?"

      Now, Harrai understood. Why they could hardly say the word. The horror of it. They had found her, after decades of searching...

      A Fanarlem.

      "She is still our queen," he said, trying to look stoic, and probably failing, but someone had to bear the weight, and he was the king. Master Peitir looked like he might start weeping, for goddess' sake.

      "She is not far," Grandmother said, her own voice steeled now. She wouldn't weep, of course. "In Aiskan Nal, just a few days' ride south of our borders."

      "Then I'll make preparations to leave tomorrow," Harrai said. "Any queen is better than no queen at all."

      "Yes, indeed," Grandmother said.

      But he had to wonder if that was true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Atorra

      

      It was the anniversary of Atorra’s move to the front of the House. That move was the most consequential day of a concubine’s life, the day their shelter ended. Until that day, they were girls, spending their days studying useful skills and enjoying free time to play, read, gossip. They didn’t see men and knew very little of them.

      Now Atorra knew plenty of men. For a year she had tried her best to amuse them as they assessed her, deciding if she was worth the expense.

      No one had.

      No concubine wanted to celebrate the anniversary of this day.

      “Truly, I don't understand why you're still here. You're adorable," Hrada said, frowning at her paperwork, as if there was any quality that could be captured on paper to explain why no one wanted Atorra.

      He would say that, of course. He took a hand in the design of all the Fanarlem concubines in his house.

      “But, here you are,” he continued. “And so…we have to discuss it.”

      Dread filled her and she dug her fingers into her knees as she sat in the little chair in his office.

      “I never sing,” Atorra assured him immediately. “Never. I swear it.” She knew that would be his first thought. Atorra loved to sing as a child, but her singing clearly had some enchantment to it. If she quarreled with another girl, she could sing to them and put them to sleep. A Fanarlem girl was forbidden from learning any spell work. Not that anyone had taught her that trick.

      But when she kept doing it, and Hrada sewed her mouth shut for a day, she learned to stay quiet very quickly. That was eleven years ago and she hadn’t forgotten the threads pulling tight at her lips all day.

      “I know,” Hrada said. “And you’re sure you never talk about animals? Especially lizards and things of that nature. You must keep your focus on the men.”

      "I always do!" Atorra insisted. "I pour wine and smile mysteriously.” Well, at least I try. “I ask them questions about themselves. Everything you’ve said.” She twisted her hands. "Please." The word came out as a whisper. She hadn't even meant to say it.

      Hrada rubbed his chin, pondering the papers in a silence that made her squirm.

      They called Hrada the "House Mother", although he was in fact a male eunuch, having been punished for thievery in his homeland in the Balumi Islands as a young man. Tyrants, he always said about his own people, while seeming blissfully unaware of the tyrants he was still surrounded with. Hrada was, at least, kind to them more often than not. He was the only parent the Fanarlem in the House had known.

      Like all the others in the house, Atorra had been created to be a concubine. Her body was constructed from wooden bones and wool stuffing, finely worked metal joints and cloth skin, real hair and nails and teeth made from bones and horn—then overlaid with so much magic that the original material drowned in it. By the time a Fanarlem’s soul was called to the body, they looked nearly as real as a flesh and blood person.

      But not entirely, because of course, the entire point of obtaining a Fanarlem concubine was to possess a slightly unreal creature. Decades ago, Fanarlem makers had figured out that their creations were more beautiful when they didn’t look exactly like real people. Concubines had slightly larger eyes, smaller noses and mouths, skin that looked too perfect, delicate bodies.

      Flesh and blood people bought them for many reasons. To have a consort who could never pass diseases or get pregnant, a woman to bring along to stave off loneliness in harsh conditions where food and water were scarce. Often, a concubine was purchased by a man or woman in a loveless or sexless marriage as an acceptable compromise. Some were just kept as status pets for rich men, adorned in finery to entertain his guests. Others just had a fetish for Fanarlem girls that they tried their best to cloak in excuses.

      Atorra and the other girls entertained evening visitors every day, who paid a coin just to be surrounded by Fanarlem girls for an hour or two. Every day, she was terrified of being purchased.

      But the alternative was worse.

      The brothels. Different men every night, and no rules, besides that any broken parts must be paid for. The unfathomable horror of that.

      Or—the work house. Better, to be sure, just to work quietly than to go to a brothel, but her fine and lovely body would be replaced with something cheap and sturdy, that could work harder and longer. Her own familiar face, gone—not that work house Fanarlem were likely to have mirrors. Even her delicate hands would be replaced by larger, sturdier ones without fingernails. Atorra shuddered at the thought of it. No one would ever want to look at her again. Fanarlem servants were shoved into the shadows, ugly and ignored.

      "I'll give you another six months," Hrada said. "What the hell. I know they always say men don’t come back if the girls don’t circulate, but you don't cost me anything. I’m not sending you to a brothel, child.”

      Atorra felt all the tightness inside her loosen back up, at least for the time being. Six months. All right. I have to win someone over. I have to try harder. She bowed to Hrada's desk. "Thank you, sir. I'll try to be more appealing…”

      "Don't hide too much," Hrada said. "You have to put some effort in, and I’m not sure you really do. I understand that you try to ask questions, but perhaps you should stop doing that.”

      “What’s wrong with my questions?”

      “You just sound too…curious.”

      “Isn’t that good? That I’m interested to know?”

      “You don’t sound interested in them. You sound interested in the world. No one wants a worldly concubine, or a nosy one who wants to know all their business. Keep it light. Flirtatious. Men want an easy companion who is always up for anything and won't judge them."

      "I don’t judge them!" Atorra protested, but of course she did. All the girls despised their clients; they were troubled and lonely, or too rich for their own good, or perverts. Hrada himself once referred to them as ‘sad little men’.

      "Of course you do,” he said, smirking. “But try to just look up at them through your eyelashes, give a brief smile, and then, say something shy but interested. Compliment them. You can do that, at least. You aren't nearly as disgusted by flesh as some of the other girls."

      Atorra wanted to argue that point. Just because she would poke at the mummified body of a mouse they found under the cupboard didn't mean she wanted to get up close and personal with a sweaty, hairy man. But I must show Hrada I'm trying... "I'll do my very best," she vowed.

      "How did it go? Are you staying?" asked Lorsen, her best friend—her only family, as far as Atorra felt.

      "Six months, he said.”

      "Oh! Phew! That's plenty of time to reform you. Not that I want you going anywhere, really.” Lorsen sighed and petted Atorra's head. “I still think your fair hair is the problem,” she mused. "You remind men of a Miralem.”

      Atorra shrugged. It seemed so hard to care whether men wanted her or not when her mind preferred to be somewhere else, doing some real work. Unlike many concubines who considered leisure to be the best part of the job, Atorra was always searching for any way to keep busy. She tidied up the rooms, mended anything that needed mending, and tried to spend as much time as possible outside in the small flower garden looking for things to do. Hrada was always scolding her for getting her hands dirty. Atorra's hands had been replaced four times as often as the other girls in the house, so often that Hrada didn’t give her pin money.

      "How is my little pet tonight?" Jirra came in that evening, heading straight for Atorra's room. "My little sunshine doll." He petted her head and she petted the bird on his shoulder.

      Jirra was her favorite client, not because she cared one bit about him, but because he always brought a bird with him. He was the captain of a merchant ship and had a small flock of illa-illa birds that carried messages from ship to shore.

      The little birds were white with a frill of feathers behind their bright rounded faces. Their frills, tails and wings all had a black stripe that made it seem as if they were wearing a little uniform. They all liked it when Atorra ran a finger down their backs and smoothed their cheeks. This one leaned into her touch.

      “What’s his name?” she asked Jirra.

      “I can’t hardly tell ‘em apart. You name him.”

      “How about…Hanara?” she suggested, naming him after an adventurer in a story she read once.

      “He’s a bird,” Jirra said, shaking his head. “Let’s name him Buttons,” he said, plucking at the button on her collar.

      Atorra thought this name had no dignity, but she nodded.

      "Master Jirra, please have a seat," Lorsen said, elbowing Atorra. "Atorra, here, will pour you some wine."

      Oh, right. She was doing it again. She hadn't offered Jirra any personal attention but was just nuzzling his bird. Although, it's just Jirra...he's not here to buy one of us, just to be entertained for a night. "Yes! Master Jirra! I’m here to serve! Do you want wine or spirits?"

      "Wine," he said. "And perhaps a moment alone with you."

      “Oh, uh—“ She paused, startled. It’s just Jirra. He’s just here to be entertained. He never buys. He said he can’t. Travels too much. “Oh. Yes, yes..." She glanced at Isira and Vatta, who were all staring back with a mixture of hope and nervousness.

      "We'll just step out to the main hall, won't we, girls?" Isira said, with a smile at Jirra. "Call us back when you're ready, Master Jirra, and I'll tell Hrada not to send any other men up to this room."

      "But he's not supposed to be alone with us," Atorra said, suppressing a quiver of panic, and then she knew she shouldn't have said that either. Who was going to care about the rules? Jirra wouldn’t do anything half as bad as she’d experience in one day at a brothel. ”I mean--I'm sorry, Master Jirra. That was so rude. I was just surprised; I--I've never been alone with a man in my life..." The door shut behind them as the other girls left.

      "Can you pour me my wine?" Jirra asked, gently.

      What does he want?

      Hrada’s message might have suggested she might be had for a bargain.

      He...he isn't bad as masters go, she thought. Jirra definitely liked to be waited on. It always made her feel strange when he called her his 'sunshine doll'--but she thought he meant it with affection, and he didn't seem cruel. He always looked greasy, so she didn't relish the idea of having to give her body to him, but it could be much worse. She might get used to him, at least.

      "Here you are, sir." Her hands were shaking a little as she gave him the wine.

      "Hrada told me your situation. So you've been here a year already. Time flies… I know you must be having a bad day, sunshine. Never mind. I know. You ain't much of a flirt but you also look like if I wanted to abuse you, you'd take it with dignity, and the lowlifes don’t like that. They like screaming and pleading.”

      “I’d like to think…I have dignity,” Atorra said darkly. It was one thing a Fanarlem could keep for herself. Pride. She wanted to think she could keep her pride, no matter what happened, but it had never been tested.

      “I’d never hurt you. If nothing else, being rough on a woman sounds like too much work."

      Is he trying to be romantic? Atorra’s innards twisted with every moment. But he's leading up to something.

      "Still, they say Fanarlem were created to serve, tainted souls and all that karmic business,” Jirra continued. "So I know you'll be serving some master somewhere, if it ain't me. So what if it was me? Would that ease your mind?"

      "Ease my mind?" The way flesh and blood men thought was so strange. She could tell Jirra had never considered that this was the most consequential day of her life. She had been created nineteen years ago for a buyer and raised up all this time, awaiting this moment.

      Nineteen years, and it would end with her being sold to a grubby merchant who mostly seemed to think about money and having a little harmless fun where he could. He was sipping his wine and casually lighting his long-stemmed pipe, although it was against the rules of the House and he knew it. But he knew which rules could be broken, and for him she imagined there were many.

      "I know, I ain't much," he said. "Which is why I never made an offer on any of you girls before. I didn't really feel worthy of owning a concubine, but if you're going off to a brothel instead...well, I can promise I'll do you better'n that. I'm not a bad fellow once you get used to me. I'm not demanding. If you keep my clothes mended and my quarters clean…and we have a little fuck before bed… Mutual, you know; I’d like to see you smile. I'll treat you like a wife." He winked.

      He meant that kindly enough, too. She didn't doubt that. He was a crude man, but he didn’t know any other way to be. Daramon men were always taught they must treat their wives very well to have healthy babies, but a Fanarlem was supposed to work hard and suffer to earn good karma for her next existence. When he said this, he meant it as an act of great generosity to her.

      To her, his sunshine doll.

      She wanted to recoil. To run out the doors. To find Lorsen and jump into a fire with her.

      But she wouldn’t do any of that. She had to deal with the reality of this moment.

      She straightened up. Jirra was better than the brothel. Jirra was probably better than many fates. She bowed her head to him. "Thank you. It’s a kind offer and I…I will gratefully accept.” Her voice didn’t sound like her own. She felt dull and angry and her voice held no gratitude. But he didn’t seem to notice.

      "I can't blame you one bit for being wary of men, animals that we are," he chuckled. "All right, then, I'll tell Hrada you're mine and go get the money. I'll be back at the end of the month for you, for my run down to the Kaalsons."

      "Thank you." She tried to tamp down the queasy feeling of having her fate set. Of course, it must happen, and it would never be the stuff of one's wildest dreams. Every girl dreamed of belonging to a man who was kind and handsome, but none of her friends at the House had that experience. Yora was bought by a wealthy man who acted like they were shiny toys, while Loa went with an awkward young fellow who seemed way too eager.

      No, Jirra isn't that bad. At least I'll get to see foreign ports. He won't hurt me, and I'll bet he'll allow me to have my own interests. I suppose I'll get used to the smell of his sweat and his pipe, and sharing a bed with him...

      Well, that would be the case with any man…

      And I think he would understand if I wanted to send Lorsen letters. He liked her too.

      That was a reason worth accepting his offer.

      Not that she could say no anyway.

      "He left a deposit for you," Hrada told her, with clear relief. "So we'll move you to the back of the House until the end of the month. I know there isn't much romance in old Jirra, but...you'll have some adventures. Don't worry. It's a happy occasion."

      "At least I'll get to play with his illa-illa," Atorra said, brightening a little at the thought of a whole flock of birds that she could visit any time she liked.

      It probably was the best fate she could ever hope for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Atorra

      

      “I’ve been here a while too,” Lorsen said, clutching her hand and whispering in the darkness.

      “It’s the buying season,” Atorra said. “When the ships come in.”

      “I just wish someone would buy us together… I know it’s rare, but…I think I can stand most things if I could talk to you about it.”

      Atorra battled another wave of fear when she thought about trading her bed companion. Whispering, teasing Lorsen would be traded for Jirra, sweating, grunting, reaching for her. She wanted to scream. But I can’t think that way. All women do this. Even flesh and blood women. “Jirra will let me send letters to you. I’m sure of that. And I know you. Wherever you go, you’ll find a way to get those letters and write back.”

      “Letters,” Lorsen scoffed, loudly enough that Elsora hissed for them to be quiet across the room. “Letters aren’t you. And letters definitely aren’t me. I’m not a good writer.”

      “Well. Maybe…Jirra will let me visit you when he docks.”

      “Right.” Lorsen clutched her hand tight.

      No, it was not likely.
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      "Lor! You have a hole in your stocking!” The next evening, Atorra fussed over the other girls as they got dressed. They would proceed to their rooms, waiting for clients. Atorra was stuck back here in the shadows, waiting for Jirra.

      Lorsen twisted to follow Atorra's sight line to the back of her leg. "Oh, my tunic will cover that anyway."

      "But it'll turn into a run if I don't mend it. It'll be fast. The rest of you can run ahead.”

      “Since when did you become so conscientious?” Lorsen teased as

      Atorra unfastened her stockings. All the concubines had a button sewn to the back of their legs to keep their stockings up. Silk ribbons were tied over the stockings and fastened with little bows over their thighs, and then all this was hidden under a tunic and short robe that fell to their knees. The beribboned stockings were always featured in erotic Fanarlem art, along with the visible stitches at their thighs. It was easy enough to hide all the stitches with magic, but they were left quite visible at the thighs and ankles, shoulders and wrists. Hrada was very blunt in telling them what men would want to see.

      "What if a beautiful sorcerer comes in looking for an apprentice? They see you. They’re charmed. Then they notice this hole. Too bad. A sorcerer’s apprentice needs to be detail-oriented,” Atorra said, taking out a needle she kept tucked behind her ear, poked into her skin.

      Lorsen groaned when she saw it. "You're keeping needles behind your ears again?"

      "Jirra won't care if I do. I feel pretty sure of that."

      "I know.” Lorsen frowned deeply. “Jirra ought to adore you. No, you’re too good for all the Jirras in the world.”

      Atorra scoffed. “I appreciate the confidence, Lor, but it could be so much worse.”

      Lorsen crossed her arms. “Well, I doubt I’ll be purchased by a sorcerer’s apprentice either.”

      “You never know.”

      “I don’t want to go away.”

      “I don’t either.”

      “I don’t want you to go away.”

      Atorra needed to be brave. Lorsen, for all the sauciness of her exterior, was more fragile deep down. Atorra knew the best parting gift to leave Lorsen with was her smile, her courage. “It’ll be all right,” she said huskily. “Just promise me you’ll stop sleeping in your fancy stockings. They get all rumpled and torn. I wonder who you’ll be kicking and jabbing in the night once I leave.”

      “I’m not that bad. And you’re the one who does that weird murmur-singing in her sleep!” They both laughed. They’d always been together. They had made sense of the world together, as much as they could—which truly, wasn’t much.

      “Save some funny stories for me while I sit back here."

      "Why don't you just come to the front tonight? You're obviously bored," Lorsen said.

      "Jirra already gave Hrada some coin. I’m reserved. It could cause trouble."

      "Oof. When you've already been here a whole year? He worries you'd suddenly have two suitors?”

      “True…”

      “If you stay back here you won’t even have a fire. Come on. Maybe we’ll get a better offer.” Lorsen pulled her along.

      It was, indeed, the time of year when a good number of ships came home with their freight, and money flowed from the ports all up and down the roads and rivers, to rich and poor alike—but especially to the great families of Atlantis, and on this evening, after a few ordinary merchant-types stopped in, a man stooped to enter the room. He was seven feet tall and wore all black with tall boots and a sword at his waist. A sanarune—one of the bodyguards of the families.

      All of the girls went rather speechless at his appearance, and Hrada was right behind him, trying to look calm.

      Most men who came to see the concubines were of the merchant or scholar class, men who had a nice home in which to keep a concubine, and money to adorn them. They were not warriors; they dressed in well-cut coats and tunics with decorative buttons and clasps, earrings of precious stone and their eyes delicately lined in a little black kohl.

      Getting sent to one of the great families of Atlantis was almost as bad as being sent to a brothel. In the capital, men with money tended to have more deviant tastes. One could end up the most pampered of concubines, but there were also rumors of the most horrific treatment, being presented naked on a table to an entire banquet or passed around in party games.

      But they would pay. They would pay amounts that Hrada could never turn down.

      The sanarune gave them a polite smile and faint bow, but his eyes were hard and a little hungry. “Good evening, girls. I’m here representing Mr. Ankon Wode. He needs another girl for his events.” He was speaking more to Hrada now. “He prefers she be on the less obedient side.”

      Atorra and Lorsen were clutching hands again. Lorsen shook her head a little, perhaps involuntarily.

      This was bad. Very, very bad.

      Hrada was eyeing them already. He didn’t like it either, but you could hear coins shifting when the man moved. “Of course, all my girls are obedient,” he said. “But perhaps Lorsen here is a little more…strong-willed than the others?” Hrada moved behind them, clamping a hand on Lorsen’s shoulder to move her in front of Atorra. Atorra could guess what he was thinking. Atorra was spoken for and shouldn’t even be there; Lorsen had also been in the House too long. Someone would have to be sacrificed to this man, and a week ago it would have been Atorra.

      The sanarune’s eyes skimmed Lorsen. “I’ll take a better look at her.” He reached for Lorsen, clamping his hands on her upper arm.

      “You’re not supposed to touch her until you buy!” Atorra snapped, and Hrada yanked her back. Atorra immediately recoiled, realizing she had just advertised herself as especially strong-willed. But then, if Lorsen went, she should go with her.

      No matter how terrible it would be.

      If you’re with me…

      “I’m sorry, sir. It’s fine,” Hrada said.

      “And maybe this one.” The man waved a hand at Atorra. “Let me get a look at them, clothes off, and if it all looks good I’ll take them.” He still had a huge hand around Lorsen’s arm and now he reached for Atorra.

      “She’s spoken for,” Hrada said. “Her buyer has already paid. Go to the back where you belong, Atorra.”

      “No, please!” Atorra cried.

      Hrada’s face was utterly dead of emotion, and he slapped her. “I apologize, sir,” he said, bowing to the sanarune.

      The sanarune smiled a little. He had a tanned, brutish face with a crooked nose and pocked skin. Sanarune were not shape-shifted to be handsome like other wealthy Daramon. If they were ugly, then it was all the more unnerving when they pulled their weapons, like some mythical beast. “Mr. Wode likes it better that way.”

      Atorra’s head burned hot, and she wanted to do terrible things. She imagined seizing his sword and running him through. Her temples were pounding so hard that she almost felt dizzy. A strange song tugged at her lips, her small taste of power. To have been born into this world a Fanarlem with any trace of magical power was a cruel joke. She couldn’t use it. Fanarlem girls couldn’t fight anything, or anyone. She would only make things worse.

      “Please,” she growled. Her voice came out vicious. The sanarune snapped a look at her over his shoulder.

      “It’s too bad you’re blonde,” he said, still grinning. “That would never do in Atlantis. We could change your hair, but we’re in a hurry this time. The party is this week.” He dragged Lorsen across the threshold. “Come on, eunuch, I don’t have all day.”

      “Can I at least say goodbye?” Atorra cried to Hrada.

      “Do you want him to change his fate-cursed mind about you, little one?” Hrada snapped in a whisper. “Jirra wants you and you’ll be spending your days playing dice and petting birds and visiting island ports, so just shut up and stay back here!” His eyes flashed, and he turned to the hall. She heard him simpering, “I’m terribly sorry, sir; it’s that door, yes, to the right.”

      Atorra was shaking all over while the other girls in the room were letting out weird little choked cries of fear and relief.

      There were a few sorts of men you never ever wanted to see.
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      Atorra

      

      They had tried to prepare for their separation. Any day in the past year, a man could have come in and bought one of them. Goodbye would come, as sure and final as sunset, or winter, or death.

      She didn’t know how to prepare for death. Or for this.

      Isira petted Atorra's head, trying to comfort her.

      But Lorsen was gone. Her best friend. Lorsen was her sister.

      “I’m so sorry, Atorra… Maybe they won’t keep her long, and she’ll find her way back here. I hear they get bored of the girls fast.”

      “I shouldn’t have fixed her stocking,” Atorra said, as if that would have mattered. The sanarune never even looked at her clothes. She was haunted, thinking of that man inspecting Lorsen as she stripped off her clothes, and taking her away. Girls for his events. He likes them less obedient. We’re in a hurry.

      It was always her and Lorsen. Teasing each other, making little games of their chores, imagining different endings to the moral tales in the House library, gossiping out back by the gardens together while Atorra watched the birds and insects.

      Atorra couldn’t sleep anymore. She woke up trembling every time she finally passed out. She tortured herself, trying to imagine all manner of horrors, as if she must share Lorsen’s fate in spirit.

      Now the other girls went to the front of the House and Atorra was all alone in the dark and cold. Hrada wouldn't let them waste firewood or candles unless they were with clients.

      I've never been so alone.

      She tried to imagine what it would be like to be Jirra's concubine.

      He seems pretty stingy. I bet if my limb broke or my skin tore at sea, he wouldn't keep a good repair kit around.

      I do wonder what it'll be like to...have sex. For all I've been told about it, it's hard to imagine it's something I'd ever actually enjoy. I wonder if any Fanarlem girls like having sex with flesh and blood people?

      Then she was suddenly struck by a much worse thought.

      Jirra likes to drink and gamble. It's not like he's committed to me for life. Will he lose me in a bet someday?

      She simply didn't know him well enough to guess if he was the type. If he was, she could end up anywhere. She could end up in a brothel anyway. Jirra might pass out drunk and she’d be at the mercy of other men on the ship.

      But none of it is as bad as what happened to Lorsen.

      She stared at the darkness outside the window, appreciating the quiet more when she considered all the ways it could end.

      Suddenly there was a patter of slippers dashing down the hall, and Vatta opened the door.

      "Is Jirra here?” Atorra asked. “What's wrong?" It was very unusual for the girls to leave their specific rooms during the evening visiting hours. “Is—is he back?”

      “No...not that brute, thank the stars. But there’s a very strange man asking for you.”

      "For me? A friend of Jirra's?"

      "Nooo..." Vatta said the word like the syllable was falling into an abyss as she tried to reach for it. "Not a friend of Jirra's. A Miralem man."

      "A Miralem!? How?"

      "He must be someone powerful. He's terrifying. He asked for ‘the girl in the back room’. Like…he senses you.”

      Miralem. They were the enemy of Daramons, occupying all the northern lands. It was well known that they shunned slavery and would never purchase a Fanarlem concubine, although sometimes they offered freedom.

      But this man wanted her specifically. Why could that be? He didn't even know her name. The girl in the back.

      Even if Miralem didn't believe in slavery, she was afraid of them too.

      Miralem could read minds. Sometimes, they could even control them.  They could move things with their minds, too. They could make you do anything, if they had enough skill. Just because their race shunned slavery didn't mean that all men were good. In fact, the stories about them weren’t good at all. Perhaps this man had some twisted desire. And why her? Had Jirra spoken to this stranger?

      Atorra couldn't imagine why this was happening, but none of her guesses were comforting.

      "Hrada told him I'm already sold, right?"

      "This man has money," Vatta said. "Not just ilan, but pure gold. He told Hrada to test it. If it's a telepathic trick, it is at least a good one. Maybe--"

      "I should try to escape. I’m not going to Miralem lands! I need to…to…stay near Lorsen.”

      Vatta bit her lip. “Atorra…he could find you anyway. He already knew you were back here without seeing you."

      "Right..." There was no escaping a Miralem. If he wanted her, he would have her.

      The ‘buying season’ was turning out far worse than she could have guessed.

      Still, she already had a potential master, so she didn’t have to make herself an appealing prospect. "If he wants me, he'll have to take me at my worst."

      Atorra hurried down the back stairs as fast as her delicate wooden bones would carry her. She was barefoot, wearing nothing but an old work dress.

      She reached the small garden, which had been cultivated by several generations of concubines-in-training. Hrada would get understandably angry if they got too dirty, but he did think it important that they know how to manage a garden or tend houseplants, depending on client tastes.

      Under the moonlight, the garden slept, the flower petals shut, vines and leaves swaying gently in the soft breeze that came from the sea. The soft grass felt wonderful on her bare toes; she was not allowed outside without shoes.

      Atorra dropped onto the grass and rolled around in the dew. My hair can be washed later, but I'll be a sight. He won't want a Fanarlem covered in grass and looking half-crazy.

      She dug her hands in the dirt, feeling it grind under her nails. She would not be taken away by a Miralem man who could get into her head and make her his puppet.

      The back door opened.

      "Atorra!" Hrada's voice was sharp with tension. "Get up! There is a change of plans."

      There was Hrada, almost invisible in the night with his dark skin, long dark blue tunic, and black boots. He was familiar. Safe, she would have said in the past.

      But he had let Lorsen go to Atlantis. In the end, she and Lorsen were just coins.

      Behind him...a Miralem stranger.

      Atorra had always heard that Miralem were barbarians. This man was well-dressed, but he did look fierce. Something untamed lurked in his eyes.

      His hair was as black as a Daramon, and he also had the eyes of Daramon men from the east, slanted slightly upward at the corners, but his features were quite different. She couldn’t decide if he looked feral or royal, but somehow it was both. His eyes gleamed gold and his cheekbones were sharp. He looked extremely strong, and radiated power, and was altogether like no man she had ever seen come into the house.

      He wore a tall fur hat and a long black cloak, a lightly padded leather tunic, and tall leather boots that protected his knees as well. She was sure there would be a sword hiding under his cloak.

      But he was nothing like the sanarune.

      There was no hunger in his eyes. There was almost…sadness.

      And he can read my mind, so he knows what I'm thinking of him at this very moment.

      The stranger looked at her, unsmiling, and nodded to Hrada.

      "He wishes to see you," Hrada said.

      "What about Jirra?" Atorra asked.

      "Jirra will be handled.”
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      Atorra

      

      Atorra already knew that Hrada couldn’t protect her.

      He led Atorra into the private room where men looked the concubines over before purchase. Atorra had been inspected here a few times, before being passed over. The soft lanterns made the girls seem even more beautiful and lifelike. A stick of incense with aphrodisiac properties burned in the corner.

      "A Fanarlem girl," said the stranger. "We don't have any Fanarlem in my city. Atorra, it was?”

      Her name sounded so strange in his foreign accent, with its harsh edges and odd tones. Of course, he spoke her dialect perfectly, because telepaths could easily adapt to differences of language. The Miralem and Daramons of the continent shared the same language in theory, but people from remote regions could be nearly incomprehensible.

      “I’m—I’m sure that doesn’t matter,” Hrada said. “She can repair herself, as far as she is able to do so--or instruct someone else to do it. Of course, Fanarlem parts are very specialized. They must be infused with the proper magic, so if you don't have anyone who knows how to make new parts, that would be a consideration."

      “We have skilled craftspeople and sorcerers in my region, so I’m sure something can be arranged,” the man said, his eyes gleaming the color of bronze in the candlelight as he took in the sight of her, covered in grass and dew, her hands dirty and stained. He clearly noticed, but didn’t comment. He didn’t seem to care how dirty she was. ”And she has never manifested any powers?"

      "Powers? No," Hrada said. "No powers." Of course he would never mention Atorra’s enchanted singing. He arched a brow. He seemed terrified. "Atorra, maybe you should take off those filthy clothes and let him get a better look--"

      The stranger held up a hand. "No." He spoke like it was a royal command. "I have no wish to see her body. I don't want her for anything like that." He sounded disgusted by the very idea that Fanarlem concubines existed. "I have need of this Fanarlem girl to help me with something. You will not be ill-treated, Atorra. You will be provided with anything you need, never harmed, never touched against your will."

      He didn't seem afraid of her, but he did seem unaccustomed to her. He looked at her like she was strange to him. She could certainly believe this man had no interest in ever touching her.

      "What do you need me for? Why me?" she asked. "There are work houses with Fanarlem for purchase. They cost less and they're sturdier. If you need someone to work with fumes or in extreme weather..."

      He shook his head. "You are the one I want. You are not who I would choose, but Eskamir has chosen you for me."

      That must be a god of his lands, one she hadn't even heard of. She knew nothing about this man--his customs, his morals. She only knew that he also knew nothing of her.

      "I don't understand, sir. Why would you want me in particular? I'm--" I'm already promised to another.

      But she held the words back. Somewhere deep inside, she was intrigued by the unknown. Although he was strange, he had no interest in making a concubine of her.

      "What do you want me for?" she asked, insistent now.

      He leaned close. My senses tell me that you are my queen.

      He spoke in her mind.

      She felt as if it was a cruel secret to him, one that filled him with dread.

      Hrada couldn’t hear him, of course.

      My queen.

      Queen of what? Queen of where?

      The man said nothing more, and her mind burned from the touch of his voice in her head.

      Then he took a silk bag from inside his leather tunic and pushed it into Hrada's hands. "Test them if you like," he said. "But I am not here for tricks. Only this girl. The sooner I take her and return home, the happier we all shall be."

      Hrada spilled jewels and gold into his hand. There must have been a dozen, and each worth at least half of her. If they were real...

      "Home?" Atorra asked. "Where is home? And are you implying that you are a king of your homeland, sir?"

      He smiled grimly. "Yes," he said. *I am the King of Drai, and I will bring you back to our capital city of Kota.* The voice was in her head. Telepathy, meant for her and not Hrada. As if to prove it, he lifted off his fur hat to reveal the two black horns that grew straight from his head.

      Sorcerers sometimes wore headdresses that mimicked the shape of the horns, but only the Drai royal family had them naturally. Of course, it would be an easy trick to make horns, but judging by the weary, haggard look on his face, and the battle-tested strength radiating off of him, she had a hard time believing he was a liar.

      Hrada didn’t even seem to see the horns. The Miralem’s telepathic tricks blinded him to something right in front of him.

      By some unbelievable circumstance, some dream or nightmare too strange to fathom, she had just been purchased by the King of Dragons.
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      Atorra

      

      Hrada was usually so talkative, which made it all the more nerve-wracking when he tested the jewels and gold in dead silence, while the King of Drai stood by patiently. He didn't say a word and barely looked at her.

      She did look at him, very thoroughly. Even if he made her nervous, she would look and keep on looking. After all, he was her master now, and she needed to know what she was in for.

      It was hard to say how old he was, since a king would have the best of healers, but she had a feeling he was young. No more than thirty or forty, just entering the prime age to have children.

      He said I would be his queen? Does that word mean the same thing to him? Do the Drai do things very differently? How could I possibly be a queen? A king needs heirs, and no matter what his 'senses' say, I can't be the right person for him.

      What does he want me to do? He asked about magic...so did his senses tell him I have magic? But it’s such a small bit of magic, almost useless…

      As she studied his clothing more carefully, she could tell that although it was simple compared to a wealthy Daramon, the workmanship was exquisite, with many fine details, like the patterned stitching on the tunic he wore under the leathers, and how perfectly fitted and soft his boots were. When he moved an arm to sign a few papers, his cloak fell back and she saw the sword, with a gleaming dragon scale adorning the pommel and a row of them on the scabbard.

      Hrada handed the king a small leather valise. "This goes with all concubines," he said. "It contains a change of clothes and a repair kit, as well as a house blend of musk oil that you would want to apply before sex. But, I know that is of no interest..." Hrada trailed off at the dark look on the king's face.

      "I will give you no words detailing my disgust that you enslave souls from birth with the intention of using them not only to do your dirty work but also for you to take pleasure in their abuse. All of this is unnatural, and I can't fathom having an attraction to these mannikins you make to play god with. In this case, you have taken one of mine, and I will protect her now.” He opened the case, took out the oil, and slammed it on the table next to the ownership papers. “Are we done here?"

      “Y-yes.” Hrada was scared for her, as much as he had been for Lorsen. This was too unknown for him; he liked sending her with Jirra because he was a familiar face. Daramons hated the Miralem, and they feared the dragons more than anything.

      “It’s…it’s all right," she said, as if it really mattered. Why should she care what Hrada felt anymore?

      ‘These mannikins you make to play god with.’

      That was how the king saw her. Her existence disgusted him, and perhaps provoked his pity, but would he really let her be a queen? She couldn't imagine why he would seek her out.

      At least he wouldn't force himself on her.

      Suddenly, they heard a commotion, and the door lock rattled. Someone pounded angrily. "Don't you dare, Hrada!" Jirra yelled. "We had a deal, you cursed 'nabad!"

      "Jirra, it's worth your while!" Hrada yelled, storming to the door and throwing it open. "He came in and wanted her. You'll get double back your deposit. I know you only took her in because you felt bad for her anyway."

      "No..." Jirra sounded a little drunk. "I've wanted her a while. I just couldn't afford her 'til you gave me a discount." He shot Atorra a lopsided smile. "But now I can't get you out of my head, sunshine. Oh, to spread those legs of yours wide and know what pleasure lies between ‘em..."

      Now he talks like this. Atorra recoiled. Of course he does.

      The king had replaced his hat, crossed the room with his long stride, and touched a hand to his sword. "I am taking the girl home with me," he said coolly. "She is worth far more than a 'discount'." He took out another gold coin, on top of what he'd already given Hrada. "Here. Take that and your perversions elsewhere."

      "My perversions? What are you wanting a concubine for?"

      "I don't want a concubine. I want this girl’s soul.”

      Atorra shivered. When he puts it like that…

      "Are you…a Miralem?" Jirra bristled, realizing that he was dealing with a very different world view in this intimidating, rather formal man with the strange accent. Atorra imagined Jirra had met all sorts of people on his travels, but his drunken mind wasn't that quick to put it together.

      "Yes," the king said, fearlessly. He was in enemy lands but he didn’t seem worried.

      "Call the guards," Jirra shouted behind him. He must have brought a few friends.

      Jirra's friends rushed into the street, shouting for the guard, and Atorra knew the king would soon be overwhelmed and outnumbered. He seemed to have come alone.

      Why didn't he bring his own guards? she wondered.

      The king pushed her behind him. "Stay back," he said. "But stay with me. We'll leave quickly.”
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      Atorra

      

      Atorra looked at Hrada, who didn't seem to want anything to do with this situation anymore. He moved back into the House as the king headed outside.

      I belong to him now, so...I have to follow. They won't hurt me, at least. I suppose if this Miralem man is killed, Jirra will take me after all.

      But somehow this idea, which had been barely tolerable before, was outright horrific and she realized suddenly that she wanted to see Drai and the dragons and what it would be like to live in a world where Fanarlem weren't slaves, no matter how dangerous and odd it might be.

      Only it is taking me so far from you, Lorsen… Guilt stabbed at her. But of course, Jirra would never have access to the families of Atlantis. Lorsen was lost to her either way.

      Six guards were hurrying toward them; they were always close in the red light district, where general crime also ran high.

      "He's Miralem!" Jirra and his friends were all pointing at the king. Jirra added, "I bought that doll and he came in and plucked her out from under me!"

      One of the guards glanced sideways at Jirra, clearly not approving of any man who bedded Fanarlem girls, but the rest were immediately in a rage at the Miralem interloper.

      "Watch out, men, he can get in your head!” the lead guard said. “You can't trust any of 'em. Sir, you need to get out of our town. Leave the girl. What do you want with a Fanarlem anyway?"

      "She is a reincarnation of one of my people. I paid for her in accordance with the laws of your slave trade, and then I'm taking her home."

      Reincarnation?

      Atorra couldn't ask him about it before blades were drawn, and the guards moved swiftly to attack the dragon king--but his speed was blinding. He dodged the first two swords that seemed to Atorra's eyes like they surely would have struck him, and then his own single blade cut the two guards down where they stood, like he was in two places at once. Atorra barely saw the flash of it whipping from one to the next before their blood pooled on the dirt.

      "Call for the captain!"

      "He uses his telepathy to read our moves; we can't lay a finger on him!" The other four guards were panicking, while Jirra and his friends started running away as soon as the king killed the first two. The remaining guards backed off into the shadows of the nearest alley.

      A distress horn sounded moments later.

      The king swept Atorra up onto his shoulder, looking unfazed, not even hurrying as much as Atorra felt he should as he took her to the black horse that waited nearby. He climbed on with her still on his shoulder and before she knew it, she was flipped around and sitting in front of him, facing out at the world again.

      "I apologize for carrying you in such an undignified manner," he said curtly, as he spurred the horse onward. "I didn't give you time to say goodbye."

      "I--I don't expect it, sir," she said, bewildered by everything. “Anyway…I have no one to say goodbye to anymore.” She looked around him to see if anyone was in pursuit.

      "They won’t follow," he said. "They're overwhelmed by their fear of Miralem, and I expect you don't mean much to them, do you? Just pride and drink running their mouths.”

      “What did you mean when you said I was a reincarnation of someone?"

      "You're the reincarnation of the Queen of Drai," he said. "Which means you will know the songs of our magic. They live in every queen's memory and you will sing them to strengthen the future hatchlings."

      “Songs of your magic?” Atorra said. "I don't know any songs…like that. Sometimes I do feel…something, but I’ve rarely used any magic at all. And of course, I was punished for it.”

      "You'll remember them when you need to," he said. "No one else will know them. They are kept only by the Queens of Drai and no one else. The songs give great power to the hatchlings, and the next king will share that power. If we don't find the queen's spirit, a generation of dragons will be weak and sickly. Considering how things stand, it would be the end of us."

      "That sounds like a grave responsibility," Atorra said, very conscious of his body against hers. He smelled like leather and some unfamiliar spice. She had been groped and clutched and pulled onto the lap of many visitors to the House, but they were still only supposed to examine the wares “like a ripening peach" as Hrada would say. He was holding her firmly against him, closer than any man had ever held her for so long—but not like he wanted to touch her.

      Like he needed to protect her.

      "It is," he said.

      They were leaving the boundaries of the town. At first she was overwhelmed into silence, but her curiosity got the better of her quickly, especially as the night closed in around them. The horse carried them past the outskirts of town, through the moonlit farm lands beyond. The stars and moon were clear in a broad sky, fields of wheat whispering in the night wind, with dark stands of trees and occasional farm houses dotting the flat land. In town, magical lights glowed all night, but out here all beacons were gone.

      "What happened to the last queen?" Atorra asked. "Did she do something wrong?"

      "She died of old age many years ago," he said.

      "But--"

      He cut her off. "Her soul wasn't damaged. That's what you were going to ask, isn't it?"

      “Well…yes. Are you really sure I'm the same soul as your queen? I heard Miralem don't believe souls become Fanarlem to be punished for wickedness… Is that really true?”

      "Of course not,” he growled. “Because it’s a damned lie.”

      "But why else would I be a Fanarlem?"

      "You're a Fanarlem because Fanarlem are forced into existence," he said. "It's not that different from other slave trades where people are taken from their homes and forced to work, only you were taken from the spirit world--an even crueler injustice. All the Daramons get richer and more idle because you can do so much for them."

      "But--that--" Atorra was struck with silence. "Why would my soul have been weak enough to be forced into this body, though? I mean, when a soul is called to become a Fanarlem, why would mine show up if I wasn't a weaker soul?"

      "Are you actually arguing in favor of your own mistreatment?"

      She had never spoken to any flesh and blood person in this way, and his tone was so sharp, that she thought he must be getting angry at her. "Everyone says that if we don't serve our masters we'll keep being slaves again every time we're reborn, and I'd rather not be a slave next time, of course."

      “Everyone doesn’t say that. Daramon shit-piles say that.”

      Her eyes widened. She didn’t expect a king to have a foul mouth, but… Lorsen and I have secretly felt we might be dealing with shit-piles this whole time.

      “You won't be a slave this time," he said. "You'll be my queen. Even if I don't know how I'm going to explain any of this to the people."

      He doesn't consider me a slave, but it sounds like I'll still have to serve and do whatever is asked of me, except that what's demanded of me will change.

      "I know you didn't do anything wrong in your past life worthy of punishment," he added decisively, "because we know everything about your past existence. You will be revered. People will humbly serve you. Any idea that you're inferior should be banished from your mind as quickly as possible. It's incredibly unfortunate that you were born a Fanarlem, but this is the state of things and we will have to bear it." He sounded like he was speaking as much for himself as anyone.

      "Do I look strange to you?" she asked, wondering what it would be like to live in a land without any Fanarlem.

      "Yes," he said, "but the king and queen are not under any obligation to have a romantic relationship in Drai, so it doesn't matter."

      "I see." Maybe it does matter to me, she thought, but she wasn't sure why. Men couldn't be trusted, so it was for the best that he didn't like looking at her. She could hardly imagine having Miralem serve her as royalty, but if it meant music and gardens and seeing new places, well...that sounded pretty wonderful.

      “What about heirs?” she asked.

      “No use asking about heirs,” he grunted.

      Soon even the farms were behind them, and the road cut through the forest. The moon vanished behind the spring foliage and Atorra couldn't see more than a vague outline of the road ahead between the fringes of darkness all around them.

      Well, the guards certainly won't chase him out here, Atorra thought. Bandits and wolves were said to lurk on the road after dark.

      She had a feeling the King of Drai wasn't afraid of either. He rode along with utter confidence, not hurrying, not searching the darkness with worried eyes...in fact, he seemed quite casual.

      "Are you using second sight, sir?" she asked. “Is that why you’re not afraid of the dark?”

      "Don't call me sir," he said gruffly. "My name is Harrai."

      “Oh, is it all right to call a king by name in Drai? Well, I guess it must be or you wouldn't have told me to do it.”

      “In formal settings, we are addressed formally, but we’re not formal here.”

      “Harrai it is, then. But you wouldn't prefer Master Harrai, or My Lord Harrai, or...something to indicate your importance?"

      "Daramons are so funny," he said dismissively. "I don't think anyone will need to be reminded of my importance."

      “Good point, when you put it that way."

      He grunted agreement and went silent again. He hadn't answered her question about second sight, and Atorra was so interested to know about all his powers. She had grown up with stories of the fearsome, almost godlike powers Miralem could possess.

      He doesn't want to talk to me.

      She started brooding on Lorsen again. If their souls were not even required to do penance, then Lorsen was suffering for no reason at all. And now it was too late. Every time the horse’s hooves struck the road, she was getting farther away from her sister, never to turn back.

      Maybe I can become so powerful a queen that one day I can storm Atlantis, ride up to Mr. Wode’s estate, and shake my own bag of coins, throwing it at his feet and demanding to have her back.

      "What should I do to be a good Queen of Drai?" she asked. "If there's anything I can do to start learning about it, I'd certainly try. Maybe there's something to trigger my memory? Or...I could practice your court manners or languages or dances…"

      “You ask a lot of questions, considering the shock of me tearing you from your home.”

      “Home? No…there was nothing there for me anymore. My sister was the only home I had, and she was sent away. I just want to know what’s next.”

      “You don't have to worry about any of that. When you meet my grandmother Lady Kirska, the elder priestess of Eskamir, she will help you remember your abilities. I don't think much else will be expected of you.”

      "Is it because I'm a Fanarlem or is nothing ever expected of any queen?"

      "It's because you're a Fanarlem, of course,” he said. “I can’t imagine you sitting in on the council.”

      Was it her imagination or was he somewhat rude? Maybe all kings were rude. They were kings, after all.

      "But if I am the reincarnation of your queen, isn't it natural that I'd want to resume my duties?"

      "I think you're only saying that because you were trained to please," he said. "So I'd much rather you figure out what you actually like doing and just...do that.”

      “Okay. I can easily entertain myself."

      "Good. That's all I ask of you."

      "But there must be a court, and court manners and dances...?"

      "I guess Fanarlem girls still hear stories of kings and queens even if your land doesn't have them anymore. There are dances. Sure.”

      That last word was another crack in his formality, revealing the ordinary young man that must lurk behind every crown. But it wasn’t comforting. She sensed he was uninviting her from the dances.

      If the king doesn't even have to sleep with the queen, then he probably has favored consorts already. Plenty of them.

      She really didn't want to sleep with a flesh and blood man. But a royal dance did sound romantic and interesting.

      "I see. Can I have a garden?” she said.

      "You can have as many gardens as you can dream up," he said.

      “Could I have a flute and a harp?”

      “You already have a harp, I know that for a fact. I’ll get you ten flutes if you want them. That should keep you busy.”

      Was he actually embarrassed by her? She was used to being thought of as a status symbol, but... he was trying to think of ways to keep her busy and out of the way, wasn't he?

      So if I want to please him, I just have to leave him alone, she thought. And it sounds like he'll give me any gift I want if it keeps me away from him. He really must think I’ll put him in a bad light.

      But in that case, I could have a garden...and maybe a pet or two...and books and paper and musical instruments...and all that will be asked of me is to sing a song that his grandmother will help me remember?

      The wildest dream of all Fanarlem concubines, to have a wealthy master that actually loved her, quickly went out the window. It would be an even wilder dream to be left alone to do anything she wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Harrai

      

      They traveled day and night, stopping for short rests rather than a good night's sleep. Harrai never betrayed any fear when they passed other travelers. It was unlikely he would meet his match in some tiny Daramon town, but the sooner they were back in Kota, the better.

      However unfortunate this situation was, he had the Queen of Songs and he struggled to sleep for long. He kept wanting to make sure she was still there. Her form seemed so small and fragile, and Daramons treated her like she was less than alive, invisible, or worst of all in this situation—subtly sizing her up like a coin purse. Something to pilfer when his back was turned.

      Atorra barely seemed to notice how other travelers looked at her. She had never known anything better, that was obvious.

      At least she was not too beaten down. In fact, she took in the world as wide-eyed and excited as a puppy. The changing landscape fascinated her as they drew closer to the southern edge of the mountain ranges. Everything made her gasp and exclaim.

      “The air smells so good!” “The mountains are even more beautiful than I imagined!” “Look at those trees!” she cried, at one point, as if she couldn’t contain herself.

      “What about them?” Harrai asked.

      “They’re so tall, so…upright. Their greens are so dark and…stately? They make our trees look so scraggly. Not that I don’t like all trees, but I do like
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