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      “The whole world’s a story, and you are the center of it.”

      I sweep my arm upward. The children sitting around me on the marble floor gasp as pink smoke emits from my hand and begins gathering over us, against the sky. The magic reflects off the silver pools gathered around the royal courtyard, dazzling with light and mystique. Shadows bounce off the stone pillars as shapes begin forming in the smoke; tigers, elephants, monkeys, lions. The animals dance as sparkling figures within the magic. With my free hand, I cause blue smoke to emit from it, making a forest grow in the background from which the animals can play.

      From the courtyard, you can see the lights of the city of Parbai glowing far below. Beneath the marvels of the tall palace towers, I, Princess Tanvi, smile.

      “Each of our tales endlessly weave together into one tapestry,” I say. “We ride toward separate destinies, yet each of us is needed, for if a single thread was missing, the design would unravel and the beauty would break.”

      I bring my hands apart. The magic changes, the animals morphing into soldiers battling wars on the field. I make the smoke turn red with whispers from my lips the children cannot hear.

      “We came from queens. We came from kings.” The soldiers battle until they rise, images of powerful rulers raging in the background. I bring my hands together and the rulers fade, becoming an illusion. A silhouette of a man sitting cross-legged in a forest, with four arms and three eyes, takes shape.

      “The great god Rura deemed it would be so, and joined himself with the world, so that his people would always have him to stand by their side,” I say. Rura splits, his arms forming into goddesses that have animal bodies and human heads, his eyes becoming gods with the heads of elephants and the tails of lions.

      The children’s faces light up at the show, and a few of their mouths drop open. I smile. One boy dares to reach his hand up to touch my magic, though it flits away at his fingers.

      “Surely Rura watches over our kingdom,” I say. I whisper more words, and quickly weave my fingers in a complicated display so that the gods fade and the image is replaced by that of a running tiger. “My father is the maharajah, my mother the maharani. I am Rani Tanvihaara, a descendent of the great Vyaghra Dynasty, the largest kingdom in all of Amandara. Our city, Parbai, is the crown jewel of our kingdom. And all of you are needed here.”

      I finish the show by casting light into the sky, which dissolves into tiny bits of diamond light that come raining down upon the children in sparks. Fireworks erupt against the night sky, and the adults in the crowd ooh with wonder. The children clap in excitement, getting up to dance.

      The people of the court applaud politely at the end of the show. I get to my feet and curtsey politely, straightening out my sari and adjusting my jeweled headpiece to keep my rambunctious hair in place. It always comes flying out, and is quite annoying. I check to make sure my bindi is still at the center of my forehead.

      As my story ends, the party continues. The band plays their sitars, flutes, tablas and sarods to make a pleasant tune. Ladies in elaborate dresses attempt to catch the eye of soldiers who’ve been away far too long. It’s a party to celebrate the end of the war with the Rishu Empire. It’s been a long seven years.

      Father and Mother are by a large vat of beer. Father is drinking to celebrate his return from war. Mother stands by with her hand on his arm, gazing up at him with an expression like he is her stars and her moon.

      They are so in love, it’s heartbreaking to watch. I don’t know how I deserve such good parents.

      Father gives a great smile as I approach. “Daughter.” He reaches out an arm to give me a hug. Many people are not affectionate with their daughters, especially not in public, but my father is, and I love him for it. “I missed you so.”

      “I missed you as well.” Father just returned mere days ago, and every second with him is like a beautiful dream. After not seeing him since I was ten, it’s hard to believe that he’s here, and alive.

      “Tanvihaara is the only reason we won this war, and the reason I am alive,” Father boasts to his war generals standing all around. “If not for her magic, our dynasty would’ve certainly fallen to ruin.”

      “Father, you know my magic doesn’t work that way,” I begin. “I cannot stop wars.”

      “You may believe so, but I know for certain your stories were still whispered from your mouth every night besides,” Father says.

      It is true. Every night I spoke stories aloud, based on my father’s letters, weaving novels about what he needed, asking Rura for protection and to guide him in battle. I don’t know if my magic actually helped, but I hope that it did. It was at least enough to bring my father back home safe.

      Mother kisses my head adoringly. “You will always be our kingdom’s most precious jewel.”

      I break away from her, squeezing her hand. “I know, Mother. You tell me so often.”

      I leave her side to rejoin the party. Her words are true. As far as I know, I am the only one in all the kingdom— even in all of Amandara— who has magic.

      It is special, but lonely.

      There is a lot of food at this party. Curries, butter chicken, marsala and paneer are laid out for the guests to feast on. Myself, I’m not really that hungry. Food doesn’t interest me much. Stories are what sate my appetite. I’m not much for conversation, either— people bore me. Not to mention I’m incredibly awkward about the whole thing. I can string a marvelous tale, but it’s difficult for me to hold a simple conversation without stuttering. I prefer my solitude.

      There are too many guests at this party. I feel like I’m being suffocated. I leave the main courtyard and walk around the border of the palace, to the back where the doves are kept.

      No one is back here this time of night. I stand by the cages and coo to the doves softly, making up stories in my head. I whisper a few, and their white feathers change from blue to purple. I reach within the cage to stroke them, and they nuzzle against my hand lovingly.

      I am so much better with animals than I am people.

      “Tanvi!” an elated voice catches my attention, and I turn with a polite smile. Vihaan has finally arrived. He reaches out his arms to wrap them around me in a loving embrace. Before I have time to catch my breath, he quickly puts his mouth on mine.

      Vihaan Vida is my betrothed, and I think I am in love with him. He is tall, dark-skinned, and thin. We aren’t supposed to kiss before we’re married, but I’ll never tell. We were supposed to be married after my eighteenth birthday, but that was months ago, and we still aren’t. I keep making excuses, because I’m not in any hurry to be wed.

      At least, not to him.

      The kiss is simple. And a little bland. I figure passionate kisses are only something people make up in stories, so it doesn’t bother me. I break away and say, “I’ve been waiting for you. You missed my story.”

      Vihaan is a raajakumaar, a former prince from a neighboring kingdom. His father lost power during the war, and his family sought refuge here in Parbai. I knew it would take him some time to get to the party, but his company arrived long before he did. What took him so long?

      “I am sorry,” he apologizes. “You can tell it to me later. Why are you out here all by yourself? You should be in the courtyard, associating with your guests.”

      My mouth downturns. I do not like how Vihaan tries to get me to talk to people. He has known me for awhile, and should understand I prefer to spend time alone— unless it is with my parents.

      “I am happiest out here, with the doves,” I tell him kindly. “I will return to the party soon enough.”

      “Our marriage will seal an alliance between both our dynasties. We will become the strongest and largest empire in all of Amandara, which means we need to make alliances,” Vihaan says, almost as if he is scolding me. “You must learn to become friendly toward others.”

      He holds out an arm for me to take. “Come. I’ll walk with you.”

      I take it without protest so he can guide me back to the party. I know he thinks me anti-social, and maybe I am. But it’s not that I don’t like people. They just scare me. Unlike animals, you never know what they’re going to do.

      Vihaan parades me around. He likes showing me and my powers off. I do not like being shown off. I perform a few spells, recite a few short stories so that people clap and Vihaan smiles. But after a time, I start to get tired and refuse Vihaan’s requests. I am not a performing monkey.

      I am lucky enough to use dinner as an excuse to slip away from Vihaan. I pick at my food as I sit around watching the masses conjugate and the dances being performed. I always liked to watch dancing, but I have no affinity for it whatsoever. I am clumsy.

      I watch Father and Mother twirl elegantly with each other around the courtyard. Father’s laugh is booming and Mother’s smile is wide. I wonder if I’ll look that way with Vihaan one day, and think not. He doesn’t inspire that much emotion in me. He’s merely fine.

      Vihaan is talking to a few of our friends in the corner. He waves at me, and I smile back.

      I will be happy with this life. It’s what’s expected of me, and all I want. Bored with the party, my mind starts creating visions. I watch with interest as characters play inside my head, and start up conversations with me that are much more interesting than anything anyone here has to say.

      Unexpected screams ignite the stars, and the smell of smoke fills my nostrils.

      I realize that I have been drifting off into my own little world again. I snap myself out of it, jump up from my seat, and run to the balcony to see what is going on below.

      The city is burning. Civilians flee in terror as enemy soldiers stampede through the streets on war stallions. They gut children and cut down anyone who dares to get in their way as they charge upon the palace. A coldness settles in my spine.

      Storytelling magic always has consequences. Some you don’t expect.

      “Tanvi!” Vihaan runs across the courtyard. He speaks in a hurry. “Soldiers, from the Rishu Empire! I noticed they were following me during my journey here, but since the war was over, I believed they’d stay away. I didn’t think they’d dare come here!”

      “It’s not you they’re after. They’re looking for me.” The kingdom’s precious jewel. Why didn’t I leave and head out on my own when I had the chance? Why did I let my mother and father talk me into staying? The Rishu Empire would give anything to get their hands on someone like me. I’ve put everyone in terrible danger!

      “I don’t understand.” Vihaan is stupid. He stares at me as if he can’t comprehend my words.

      “I’m taking Ranveer and going,” I tell him. “Hopefully I can head them off.” If I can ride into the jungle quickly enough and get their attention, maybe they’ll follow me, and leave my family alone.

      I don’t have time to grab a weapon, and even if I did, I wouldn’t know how to use it. But I don’t need one. My words are my strongest ally. All I need is my magic.

      “Tanvi, wait!” Vihaan says, but I lunge away before he can grab me. I run toward one of the staircases, but I find them blocked by a barrage of soldiers. I rush back to the center of the party, turning on the spot as soldiers file in.

      Everywhere is chaos. Our guards battle the Rishu soldiers, but to no avail. We were unprepared, confident that war was over, and we’re paying for it now. We cannot win this fight.

      “Tanvi!” My father screams for me. He gestures to the palace, asking me to get inside the safety of its doors and hide.

      I know better. If I hide myself away in the palace, the Rishu soldiers will not stop until they burst in and find a way to capture me. I can’t allow my family, nor my people, to be put at risk for me.

      I shake my head at Father, and his face falls. Quickly, I mutter a story under my breath. “Tanvi knew she needed to escape, yet there were soldiers everywhere. As quickly as she could she ran around the warriors, and although they were numerous, their blades did not touch her, and she found the staircase to the streets below free of them.”

      The soldiers seem to move out of my way as they fight the guards. I dart this way and that around them, making my way to the stairs. Thankfully, I find them clear.

      I know better than to glance behind me, but I do anyway. I immediately regret that decision. Father is on the ground, face-first in a pool of his own blood. My mother kneels by his limp body, wailing. A soldier takes his talwar and runs it through her without flinching.

      I forgot to mutter a story of protection for my parents. And thus, I left them vulnerable.

      I scream in terrible agony as I watch my mother’s body collapse on top of my father’s. They lie there, unmoving, as more and more of my subjects are slain around me. Vihaan has been circled by ten men, all of which he is fighting alone.

      Soldiers block the way to them. I couldn’t get to my dying parents now even if I tried.

      I go to utter magic to protect Vihaan, too, but it is already too late. One of the soldiers grabs him and throws him over the balcony to his death. I press a shuddering hand to my mouth, to muffle my screams with the horror of it.

      There’s nothing to be done. I have to make it out alive.

      I abandon everything I’ve ever loved in that courtyard and run. I race down the stairs, picking up my sari as I run. I speak as quickly as my feet move.

      “Although the death of her parents—” I sob, and force myself to keep going. “—Although the death of her parents broke Tanvi in two, she knew she had to keep going for the safety of her people. If the Rishu Empire found her, they would use her magic against them. So, despite her agony, she ran to the stables, where no soldiers could be found.”

      I can feel my magic straining against my body. It doesn’t like how convenient I’m making everything. Stories like to make sense. But without my magic, I can’t make it out of this city alive, so I push it.

      I make it out of the palace. There are still soldiers everywhere. But true to what I’ve made up, the stables are empty. I’m able to sneak inside of them without being seen due to the carnage all around me, and leave the large door open. Horses are frantic and uneasy inside, pounding against the wooden doors in fright at the sounds of death outside.

      There’s a loud trumpeting noise at the end of the barn, along with the stomping of feet. I race to it.

      “Easy, Ranveer,” I say as I slid open the large stall door. “It is only I.”

      Ranveer reaches out with his trunk to stroke me as I walk inside. Ranveer scares many of our kingdom’s soldiers, but he is gentle with me. Father bought him as a going-away present for me when he headed off to war. An elephant couldn’t replace my father, but he helped me survive his absence.

      Ranveer will help me survive my father’s death now.

      Ranveer is a bull elephant, as wide as he is tall. His tusks are longer than I am. I tap his leg, asking him to kneel down, and he does. Quickly, I clamber onto his head and urge him into the jungle.

      I will be safe there. Ranveer will protect me.

      I take a wide and clear path, one that will fit Ranveer’s bulk and that we’ve taken many times. I urge him to move as quickly as he can while still being silent. The burning city is now far in the background.

      But the crackling sounds of Parbai burning don’t extinguish the sounds of hoofbeats behind me. I’m being followed. With a sickening horror, I turn and see that the Rishu soldiers are following us.

      “Ranveer, hurry,” I plead. I urge him to go faster. Ranveer increases his strides and breaks into a run, but elephants as a whole don’t move very quickly, and especially not in jungles. He can’t outrun the horses that are advancing upon us.

      I start versing as quickly as I can. “Tanvi knew her enemy was closing in. But the soldiers could not keep up. They became tangled in jungle vines, their horses falling into traps and holes. The jungle was thick, and only Tanvi knew her way through.”

      A few soldiers get caught in the vines and in traps, but not all. Something inside me twists and convulses, as if it’s telling me no. My magic is running thin. I can feel it in my body, tired from escaping the palace and performing tricks from earlier. I have to save what I have left to make a last escape. That means Ranveer needs to get me away from here.

      But it’s already too late. The soldiers have us surrounded. They use their spears to stab at Ranveer, pricking his sides and causing large gashes in the elephant’s flesh.

      Ranveer rears, and I have to cling to him to hold on. When he comes back down, I am pitched from his back. My jeweled headband flies off into the bushes, leaving my hair unbound.

      “Ranveer!” I moan. He is the only thing I have left of my parents. He cannot leave me, too.

      But it isn’t his choice. They bring Ranveer down with the spears. He tries to fight back, goring a few men through with his tusks and crushing others, but he is overwhelmed. He can’t battle so many people at once. They shove their spears into his sides and he goes down. The earth shakes as my dear elephant crumbles to his knees. Ranveer tries to get up, and fails.

      Tears are freely pouring down my face now. Ranveer closes his eyes and breathes heavily. I feel completely shattered. I want to die.

      But as the soldiers surround me, advancing inward with ropes and chains, the urge to survive pushes me to do something. To live. To not become a prisoner of the people who took away everything I loved.

      I’ve never tested my magic like this before. But I don’t have a choice.

      I take a deep breath and say quickly, “And then Tanvi was far away, someplace else where she would be safe, somewhere she could lead the armies away from her home.”

      The jungles and soldiers fade around me immediately. Tears spring to my eyes at the thought of leaving Ranveer, but I have no time to cry. I’m sent hurtling forward— or maybe backward, I cannot tell— through a stream of colors and light. When the magic finally deposits me, I collapse upon a surface that’s unstable and shifts beneath my form.

      On all fours, I lift my head to see where I am. Around me are nothing but large dunes, an emptiness that spreads across the starry sky and looks positively empty. The land is barren, like I am.

      I have been brought to a world of sand.
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        One month later.

      

      

      I’ve lost everything that holds any sort of importance to me.

      My family. Gone. Vihaan. Gone. My empire. Gone. My dear elephant. Gone.

      I am alone in this world. And for what? So I could keep my life? Take it. I don’t want it. Not without my parents. Not without my home.

      After I landed in the desert, I walked until I happened upon a small town. It’s not much, just a few clustered buildings falling apart against the desert wind. There are camels, and lots of men. Few women and children. Not a place I should desire to be.

      It is nothing like the splendor and lush plant life that Parbai consists of. I don’t think I’ve seen one thing that’s green, save for a few palm trees sparsely sprinkled by tiny wells of water.

      It’s depressing. There’s a large river that runs through the middle of Parbai, and I used to go swimming in it often. I don’t think such a thing exists here. Water is scarce.

      To avoid the men and stay safe, I’ve been hiding in alleyways. I formed a small tent out of a few scraps of dirty fabric that were discarded to have some sort of shelter against the wind. It’s hidden behind a few piles of garbage that the town dumps here.

      I don’t dare to light a fire to keep myself warm. Smoke attracts too much attention.

      People walk by in crowds. The men here wear turbans with vests and flowing pants. The women wear veils, with long dresses that keep out the harsh wind. I would stand out if my sari wasn’t a tattered, filthy mess by now.

      Mostly, I’ve been able to keep out of sight. A thing I’m glad I practiced for years at home.

      I shiver beneath my tent and hug myself tightly. Sunset will be here soon. Then the blazing heat will be taken away by the chill of the night. Nothing in this place makes sense. I miss the jungle, the muggy thickness of it, over this dry heat.

      I’ve gathered a few things about living here. One, that this realm is nothing but a hideous desert that’s hot, unrelenting, and void of life. Two, that this place is called Sahrahn, and that its people are just as cruel as the desert they inhabit. The desert borders Amandara, but from what I gather from where I landed, my country is still very far away.

      This nation speaks a strange language. I know it, as during my schooling my father required me to learn to read, write, and speak the languages of those countries that bordered our kingdom. He wanted me to be as educated as possible before I became queen. This language, luckily, is one that I can speak well, but find ugly.

      Desperately, I whisper, “Then all of Tanvi’s problems were over. She wished herself to be back in Amandara, full and warm, and it was so.”

      I stay right where I am. Tears bead my eyes, but I wipe them away. I’ve tried so many times to use my magic to send me back to Amandara, but it doesn’t work. Transporting me across realms was something my magic did out of desperation, as a last resort. I’m not powerful enough to do it again and go back. At least not any time soon.

      Even if I could, what is there to go back to?

      My magic is rebelling, as it should. I pushed it too hard during my escape from Parbai. I haven’t been able to use it properly since— not once.

      I worry that I’ve lost my talent for good.

      I lick my dry lips and try again, something easier. “Tanvi did not expect it, but a kind stranger came by to offer her food. A crust of bread. It was well-received. Tanvi ate the bread with gratitude, and made a new friend.”

      I wait a few minutes, but nothing happens. It’s not surprising. The food I shunned before at the party is much needed now. I would kill for a bowl of curry. Mostly, I’ve survived off of eating rats that scurry by in the alley.

      I can’t make food appear with my magic. It doesn’t work like that. If I don’t discover some sort of nourishment soon, I’ll starve.

      I put my head in my hands and try not to weep. Storytelling magic is rarely consistent. And it is hardly ever reliable. There are always variables to consider. And worse of all, it can be entirely unpredictable.

      I cheated to help my father win the war, and earned bad karma. The magic backfired and came for me. Now I’m paying the price for it.

      There are male voices poking around the alleyway. From what I can distinguish, they’re young men looking for females to corner.

      I haven’t yet become a prostitute to provide for myself, but if something doesn’t change, I’ll have to soon. From what I can gather, women are not allowed to work in this country, at least, not where I am, and there’s no other way I can think of to provide for myself.  For some reason, I don’t think they like storytellers here.

      I need to get out of here. I abandon my little tent and hurry into the darkness of night.

      The safest place for me right now is the desert. And the most dangerous. But I would rather freeze to death or be killed by some animal rather than be torn apart by men. I run into the desert and pray that I’m not followed.

      I wander around the dunes for a few hours, shivering and holding myself. I’m so cold. I think about lying down in the sand and just letting myself die.

      I see lights on the edge of a dune in the distance. Tents dot the sand, along with fires and the sounds of music. I haven’t heard music in so long. It makes me want to cry. There are camels, and horses. It’s a desert caravan, one with at least a hundred or so people.

      My mouth waters. Maybe there’s food to be found somewhere in that caravan. Or some coin I could steal, to at least buy something to eat. It’s large enough that I can slip in and out of it without being seen.

      My legs shake with the thought of how hard it’ll be to walk that far. I’m so hungry and tired, but if I can make it to that caravan, I might survive.

      I push onward. I force my aching body to comply as I head toward the caravan.

      The light and warmth that emits from it warms my soul as I approach. Since my parents died, I’ve felt like I’m a walking corpse. The caravan’s sounds make me feel a little more alive again. The people traveling within it sound… happy.

      I have forgotten the word.

      I scan the caravan’s tents. Men are gathered around fires and enjoying themselves. Quite a few of them are drinking. I scan the tents until I spot a rather large one sitting near the edge. Poking out between a few of the tent’s edges are splashes of gold. Coin.

      It’s mainly unguarded, only two soldiers in the front. If I sneak in the back, I might be able to rob some coin unnoticed.

      Slowly, I creep toward the large tent, maneuvering around some of the smaller ones. My form casts shadows across the tents, but the men are too busy enjoying themselves to notice.

      With luck, there’s an open flap in the back of the large tent. And it’s unguarded. I slip right through. My jaw drops as I enter.

      A singular candle bathes the room in a small glow. The candle illuminates chests that are heaping with coin, gold statues that are large and small, entire crates that heap with precious gems. My father had such a treasury at home, but what’s in this tent rivals what I left behind. What kind of people could have such splendor, and even more so, be transporting it throughout the desert without a large army?

      I quickly pull myself together and analyze the situation. There’s no time to gawk. I must take what I need and go. I eye one of the golden statues, a fully-cast work of a bird rising from the flames. If I take it, it’ll be enough to feed me for over a year. I’ll be able to buy a house, get set up. I’ll have time to figure out what to do next. I won’t have to sell my body.

      The statue is small and discreet. I doubt the caravan will even notice it’s gone among all these precious gems. Carefully, I reach my hand toward it, to grab it.

      Someone snatches my wrist and spins me around before I even have time to gasp. They wrench my arm behind my back and pin my other one to my side, clamping a hand over my mouth so I cannot scream— or use my magic.

      Whoever holding me is a man. He’s strong and tall. I can feel his rigidness against my back, how muscular his form is. I am going to die.

      The figure behind me bends down and whispers huskily in my ear, “What’s a pretty thing like you doing in my treasury?”

      My mind goes blank with terror. I do what I can out of instinct and stomp on his foot. The figure lets me go, though I don’t think it hurt him in the slightest. When I turn around to look at him, I am momentarily shocked by what I see.

      The man is young— in his early twenties, with muscular forearms and a face that looks like it’s been handcrafted by Rura himself. His skin is dark, like the desert sand at night. He has big hands, broad shoulders, and towers over me. His shoulder-length hair is a rich black, part of it in a tiny braid that ends in a golden bead. He looks wild, his shirt undone and pants loose. A knife sits lowly around his hips in a sheath that connects to a belt. A single gold ring is in his right ear. His perfect lips form an arrogant smirk that makes me want to slap him… and kiss him… all at the same time.

      And his eyes… his eyes are the most gorgeous shade of brown, but there’s something hidden in them I can’t see. Yet. It’s almost as if… as if there’s a hidden pain there that’s dying to get out.

      He’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever laid eyes upon. In a way that I can’t describe, only feel.

      I gape at him for a moment before he laughs. “I asked you a question. Are you mute, or just taken by my presence?”

      Never mind about beautiful. He is a pig.

      I go to run. The man grabs me again before I can get away. He pins my wrists behind my back and says, “Ah-ah. I don’t think so.”

      I’m hopping mad. I’m not really afraid of the man, though know I should be. I don’t know why. “Let me go! I’ve done nothing wrong!” I shout.

      “Except try to steal my gold,” he replies bluntly. Then, he pauses. “You have a unique accent. Where is it from?”

      “None of your business,” I snap. I elbow him in the gut, hard. It causes him to lose his breath. He falls over, letting go of my wrists. I try to flee, but before I can make it past the tent flap, he swings out a leg and trips me up. I go tumbling to the floor and into a collection of coins that scatter about.

      He reaches out to grab my ankles. I kick him in the face. My foot knocks his jaw aside, but he shakes it off like it’s nothing. He yanks me toward him by the ankles and crawls on top of me, pinning me down.

      “Hm. Let’s see. What are you?” he muses casually. He lays on top of me as I’m thrashing to escape. “You are not a thief. A true thief would’ve seen the obvious trap for what it was, and walked away.”

      He tilts his head. “You’re not wearing a veil. Are you a prostitute?”

      Before, I was shy. And maybe I still am. But thirty days of living like a complete animal have rendered shyness useless. I do not give a damn what this stranger thinks of me. If I’m to die for stealing, I’ll give him a piece of my mind first.

      “I’ve been with no man, you vile thing!” I shout. “And I demand you take your hands off me at once!”

      “You’re not in a position to give orders,” he says coolly. “After all, I caught you stealing from me, miss. The penalty for such a thing in Sahrahn is death.”

      “I will remove your manhood from you if you attempt such an act,” I hiss. They’re all empty threats. I can do nothing.

      He laughs even harder. “I think I like you.”

      I try to kick him again, but he puts his legs over mine before he pins my wrists over my head. He’s so strong. I can’t move. I want to spit in his face, but I hold myself back. Maybe he’ll spare me a bit of mercy.

      “Listen closely,” he says. “You can either stop fighting and surrender, or you can keep this up. I promise you that I can go all night, and it won’t end well for you.”

      I huff. He does have a point. “Very well. But you have to swear not to hurt me.”

      He laughs. “Again with the demands. You don’t seem to realize who you’re dealing with.”

      I give him a look that says I’m clearly not impressed. “Kill me, then. Just get it over with, and stop talking about it.”

      He rolls his eyes and sighs. “You really must be a foreigner.”

      He gets off of me, slowly. I rise to my feet. True to my word, I don’t run, but it’s not because I don’t want to. It’s because I’m so exhausted I couldn’t if I tried. I’m not even scared anymore.

      The stranger ruffles in his pocket. He pulls out a string of rope and says, “Hold out your hands.”

      “No.” I cross my arms. “I refuse.”

      He stares at me. “I am being very generous to you right now. Most people would’ve already run you through. You can either allow your hands to be tied, or I will carry you throughout camp kicking and screaming.”

      “I’ve been humiliated enough, thank you.” Reluctantly, I shove my wrists out. He binds them in front of me, then puts a hand on my shoulder.

      He guides me out of a tent with a low chuckle. “And I thought tonight was going to be boring.”

      I blow a strand of hair out of my eyes with an annoyed huff. I feel defeated. I failed to save myself. I am this man’s prisoner now. Who knows what he’ll do to me.

      But I suppose being a prisoner is better than being dead.
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      Soldiers look on as the man walks me out of the tent. There are a few whistles and humorous comments made, but overall, my arrival doesn’t seem to cause much of a stir.

      The stranger seems to notice the deadened look in my eyes. “What’s wrong with you?” he asks.

      “I am hungry. And tired. And quite fed up,” I respond. Not that he would care. I am his prisoner, after all.

      “I’ve noticed,” he says. He wrinkles his nose as he looks at me, and I am offended. But it’s not really his fault. I smell like garbage, and my hair hasn’t been combed in weeks. I must appear disgusting to him.

      A soldier pops out of nowhere and stands before us. “My lord, all appears quiet on nightly patrol, though we did see some enemy scouts on the horizon. Shall I dispatch men to deal with them?”

      The stranger shakes his head. “Let them be. If they’re foolish enough to come closer, we’ll deal with them.”

      The soldier bows to him. “Right away, your majesty.”

      The stranger walks me away from the soldiers and toward a fire, where people our age are sitting. I muse on the soldier’s words. My jailer is so young, but he’s ordering all these people around. He must be a prince of some sort. Wonderful. As if that impresses me, either.

      “Oy, Tam!” someone by the fire shouts. There’s a spindly young man— though he’s more of a boy— sitting next to a small fire by a large, ornate tent. He can’t be more than fifteen. He’s got a bottle of wine to himself and a whole lamb’s leg he’s eating. The sight makes my mouth water.

      There’s another person sitting next to him, a giant of a male. He dwarfs everyone else in the camp, even sitting down. I’ve never seen such a large person in my life. It’s hard not to gawk as we approach. Though he’s huge, I still think he’s young… seventeen or so, probably. A falcon sits on his shoulder. The clever bird tilts his head at me, staring at me from one eye.

      My jailer marches me over to them. The boy’s eyes brighten as we approach. “Where’d you get her? Trust you to find the only woman around for miles.” The boy cackles, a little comically. It sounds like a jackal’s snicker.

      “Caught her trying to steal from the treasury,” the stranger replies. “Though she wasn’t very good at it.”

      My cheeks burn, but the large man seems entirely bored. “Oh, leave her alone, Tamarik,” the giant complains. “Alshams knows we’re tired of you heckling women.”

      The man— Tamarik— gives a crude smile. “You’re merely jealous you can’t find any females of your own, Baahi. Unlike you, the other sex comes flocking when I call.”

      It’s obvious this Tamarik thinks he’s some god to women. Please.

      “She’s pretty,” the boy comments. “Almost as pretty as that barmaid in Damask, huh, Tam? I bet she was fun.”

      “Caspir, stop pretending like you know things,” Baahi says flatly. It’s obvious he’s the type for no-nonsense.

      “You don’t know anything, either!” Caspir squeaks, and his cheeks turn bright red.

      “Both of you are clueless. You wouldn’t know what to do with a girl if she was tossed into your bed.” Tamarik looks skyward. “Why did Alshams curse me with such stupid brothers?”

      Caspir heckles again, and Baahi shakes his head. “We’re willing to wait our turn, Tam. It’s obvious why Mother and Father refuse to marry you off.”

      “And I am happily grateful for that,” Tamarik responds. He yanks on me and adds, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to deal with this one.”

      I don’t know what that means, but I hope it’s not anything bad. The younger brothers are squabbling behind us. Baahi puts Caspir in a headlock to make him be quiet.

      They don’t even seem mad that I tried to steal from them. What a strange family.

      To my surprise, Tamarik lets me go, and heads into the large tent by the fire. I know better than to run off, so I stay put. He comes back with a leather bag, then starts dragging me by my bonds again, away from camp until we’re by an abandoned oasis.

      “Go on, then,” he says. “Bathe.”

      “Absolutely not!” I say. “You just want to get me naked so you⁠—”

      “I will do no such thing. I only look upon women who wish me to, which I’m sure you’ll be begging to soon enough,” Tamarik replies. He smirks.

      My mouth drops open in outrage. “How dare you! You are a horrid swine!”

      “I’ve been called worse things.” He shoves the leather bag into my hands. “You’ll find soap and a change of clothes in there. They should fit you— they are my sister’s. You look about the same size.”

      “Why would your sister travel with a soldier’s caravan?” I ask suspiciously, thinking he probably ran off with the last poor girl’s clothes he convinced to go for a swim.

      “She usually comes with us, though she chose to stay home this time.” He shrugs. “Well? Are you going to get on with it, or not?”

      I hate this man. “I will not bathe with you here.”

      “We have no women in the camp to wash you, and some of my men are less honorable than others. If you wish to keep your precious purity, you’ll have to do so with me around.” His tone says there’s no negotiating.

      My fists tremble. I’m about to hit him. “Fine,” I offer bluntly. I care more about getting clean than my modesty. I have weeks worth of dirt caked on me. If he looks, so be it.

      “I will turn my back. I promise I won’t peek,” he vows. He takes a knife out of the sheath at his side, and cuts the binds that tie my hands.

      I don’t trust him, but it can’t be helped. I’m not about to run away naked in the middle of the night, especially not with this stranger near. Something about him tells me that he wants me to try. For some reason, tormenting me is fun to him.

      I’m not about to give him the pleasure of seeing what I have to offer. So I’ll behave. Quickly, I strip off my clothes, tossing the filthy sari in a pile on the sand and hurrying into the water up to my neck so he can’t see.

      I forget about Tamarik the minute soap touches my skin. The water turns brown around me as I scrub off the coating of mud and bile. I nearly cry when clumps of filth come out of my hair, leaving it clean again.

      But I don’t dawdle. I quickly dress before the stranger sees. His back is still turned. I don’t think he took a peek, but at this rate, I don’t care much if he did.

      “Very well. You can turn around now,” I tell him after I’m dressed, and he does so. His face arranges into a surprised expression.

      “Your skin’s paler. Was all that really dirt?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I respond dully. “Any more questions to bother me with?”

      “No, just orders.”

      He’s got something in his hands that he extends to me— a scrap of fabric. I look closer and see that it is a veil. “What’s this?”

      You’ll need to wear this here, at least until we return to my homeland,” he says. “People won’t think you’re a respectable woman if you don’t.”

      What silly customs. But I’m not making the rules. I take it and wrap the fabric around my wet hair. He binds my hands again, and back to the camp we go.

      We get to a couple of carts. Tamarik ties my hands to a cart using a long rope before he binds my ankles. “There. You’re not going anywhere.”

      I glare at him. “As if I have anywhere to go,” I mumble.

      “Stay here. I’ll be right back.” He leaves for awhile, then comes back with something hidden in his hands. He gives me a strange type of round, flat bread.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m not interested in your charity.”

      “It’s not charity. I need to keep you alive for prosecution, and by the looks of you, you’ll starve by the time we arrive home.”

      He shoves the bread toward me again. I take it, but don’t even give a nibble, though my stomach is growling.

      He rolls his eyes and gazes star-ward. “Fine. Suit yourself.”

      Tamarik stomps away. I pretend to be uninterested until he leaves. Then, I eagerly devour the bread. Finally, for the first time in days, my belly is full.

      Thank Rura for the kindness of this stranger, I think, although I still don’t like him.
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