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      The slave held a painted silk parasol above the woman’s head as she glided along, her face turned out towards the glistening
         Faranel. It was still only early spring but the women of the harem preferred to keep their complexions pale, unblemished by
         the harsh Percheron sun. This woman was slim, taller than she had been when the slave first remembered seeing her, and so
         much more curvy, but her hair – loosely plaited today – remained its familiar brightly golden colour. The eunuch slave had
         come to know her well these past eleven moons and so could sense her wistfulness this morning.
      

      
      ‘Are you in good health today, Odalisque Ana?’

      
      ‘I am, Kett, thank you for escorting me.’

      
      ‘You seem sad. Is there anything I can do for you?’

      
      She smiled. ‘Dear Kett. I have always felt that is the precise question I should be asking you. After all you—’

      
      The emasculation of Kett had always hung between them as an unspoken grief of an evening both had shared much despair over.
         On the night that Kett had been made a eunuch, Ana had also been sold into the care of the palace and both had become instant
         prisoners of the harem. ‘Don’t, please, that was nearly a year ago and I am recovered and almost fully resigned to my situation.’ He shrugged. ‘It was never your fault.’
      

      
      She knew this but it didn’t stop her feeling connected to him, sad for him. She stopped walking, pausing to stare out towards
         an island that was beyond the harbour but still under the watchful protection of the giant statues, Beloch and Ezram. ‘Why
         is my gaze always drawn there?’ she wondered aloud. ‘What is that place?’
      

      
      Kett looked out to sea. ‘It is a leper colony, Miss Ana, and although I have never visited it, I gather it is very beautiful.
         Perhaps you are drawn to handsome, rugged, windswept things?’
      

      
      In spite of her mood, she giggled her soft amusement at his words, and in touching his arm briefly, felt how his skin shivered
         at her small show of affection. ‘You make me smile, I’m fortunate to have you in the harem.’
      

      
      ‘But, Odalisque Ana,’ he exclaimed softly, ‘everyone loves you. You are the most popular of all the women.’

      
      ‘Not so popular with the Valide and the Grand Master Eunuch, I fear, although, Kett, I am really trying to fit in. I have
         not raised either’s ire in many a moon.’
      

      
      ‘And yet you stare out across the water, Miss Ana, searching to escape – in spirit perhaps, if not in body? This is dangerous.’

      
      ‘Ah, Kett, you know me better than anyone,’ she said sadly.

      
      ‘Only because I feel the same as you do. It is why I am only almost resigned to my situation. We both wish we could escape this place – am I right?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, although I could admit that to no-one else. I have given my word to those who care about me and made an oath to myself
         that I must not attempt to leave the harem again. I have learned that the repercussions often stretch painfully to others.’
      

      
      ‘You refer to Spur Lazar, I think?’

      
      She flinched at the mention of his name. ‘The Spur is dead because of my irresponsible actions. I can never forgive myself.’

      
      ‘He would never blame you, Miss Ana. He wanted to protect you, that’s why he claimed Protectorship, took your punishment.’
         Lazar’s story had spread like fanned flames through the harem, firing the hearts of the young women searching for romance
         in their lives whilst secretly knowing they would probably go to their graves and not find it in the harem.
      

      
      ‘I know but still I killed him,’ she said, unable to mask her pain. She changed the subject from the former Spur, still very
         much alive in her mind … and her heart. ‘And you, Kett, how do you cope with being a member of the harem? I suppose at least
         you have some small measure of freedom.’
      

      
      ‘I run errands for Grand Master Salmeo on occasion, yes.’

      
      ‘Do you ever think of running and never coming back?’ she asked, forcing brightness into her tone.

      
      ‘Always.’ He looked back at her, his wide-eyed look intense. ‘But on each occasion I have returned.’

      
      Disappointed, Ana returned her gaze to Star Island, still wondering what magnet drew her attention there. ‘I wonder why?’
         Ana said absently, finally turning to continue her journey into another part of the palace. She did not see the look on the
         eunuch slave’s face; did not appreciate the subtle message he had tried to pass to her. ‘I’m sure if I had your opportunity
         I might be tempted to break my word and my oath, for despite my strong words, the faith behind them is hollow, dear Kett. I think I am a liar to those
         around me and to myself.’
      

      
      He hurried to dispel these notions. ‘Please, Miss Ana, do not utter such harsh rebuke against yourself.’

      
      ‘But it is true,’ she said, passing the sherbet rooms and waving to one of the girls who stared out from behind the latticed
         windows. ‘I want to believe I would keep my promise – really I do – but as I consider a whole lifetime stretching before me
         here as a prisoner of the harem, I think I would take any chance that came my way.’
      

      
      ‘And risk death?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she answered without hesitation. ‘For this is a living death for me anyway,’ she added softly.

      
      ‘There is a story amongst the Elim about an odalisque who did escape from the harem once.’ Kett hadn’t meant to share this
         but it had spilled from his mouth anyway in an attempt to amuse her, to lift her spirits, or indeed anything that brought
         her out of her maudlin mood.
      

      
      As she slowly walked Ana turned her head to stare gravely at her companion. ‘You jest, surely?’

      
      Kett shook his head. ‘Only yesterday I watched the Grand Master Eunuch laughing at the tale – no-one is old enough to know
         if it’s true – that she persuaded one of the bundle women to carry her out in the bundle itself. The young odalisque escaped
         that way.’
      

      
      ‘For ever?’ she asked, halting, incredulous.

      
      ‘Hush,’ he said, eyes frightened, gaze searching for eavesdroppers. ‘Let us continue, Miss Ana.’ He guided her forward once
         again.
      

      
      Ana persisted. ‘Do you mean she was never returned to the harem?’

      
      
      ‘Apparently. Salmeo said it would never happen under his keep.’

      
      ‘How did the odalisque do it?’ Ana demanded in a tight whisper. ‘What did she offer the woman?’

      
      ‘She stole something and used it to bribe the bundle woman. The older Elim didn’t say what it was. Sounds as though it was
         many years ago,’ he said, wondering whether he might live to regret sharing this tale of escape, for he could see in her eyes
         how it fired her imagination. ‘Come, Miss Ana, you cannot be late for His Majesty.’
      

      
      ‘Forgive me for dawdling, but I am intrigued by your tale, Kett.’

      
      ‘Not too intrigued, I hope. I would hate to lose you,’ and then he added hastily, ‘so would all the girls of the harem.’

      
      ‘You’re very kind. Here come the Zar’s men,’ she said, noticing the two Elim approaching. ‘I would be lying if I said I didn’t
         enjoy these meetings with Zar Boaz. He is a very good conversationalist. We even talk in different languages sometimes. I
         test him on his Galinsean.’
      

      
      ‘Are you better than him?’ Kett asked, impressed, still holding the parasol aloft until he was formally relieved of his duty
         by the mutes.
      

      
      ‘A little,’ Ana admitted conspiratorially. ‘I have a natural tongue for language I’m told, although linguistic skills are
         of little use to me here,’ she added.
      

      
      ‘You never know,’ Kett said. ‘I imagine the Zar will choose you soon, Miss Ana. It is obvious how fond of you he is.’

      
      ‘Not too soon, I pray,’ Ana replied before fixing her veil across her face. ‘Thank you for the story of the odalisque, Kett.
         I know you told it to cheer me up and it has.’ She smiled softly, reassuringly at his trusting eyes before she turned to address the mutes, who were upon them now, with a gentle
         nod of her head. ‘Farewell, Kett. Think of me when you roam that bazaar.’
      

      
      He grinned and handed the parasol to the mute, Salazin, who would now escort the odalisque into the private chambers of the
         Zar.
      

      
      As he watched her petite figure retreat, dwarfed by the special mute warriors who formed an elite guard for the Zar, Kett
         wondered when his former childhood playmate, Boaz, would take Ana for his Favourite. He suspected it wouldn’t be long now,
         for the Zar was nearing seventeen and Ana had emerged from beautiful child to an exquisite woman. He sighed as he realised
         he would very soon be forced to love this woman not just from afar as he had this past year, but as another man’s wife.
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      Three moons later …

      
      It was Pez’s idea but it was Zafira who had found him, had seen the potential; still it came as a shock to appreciate how
         skilled he was. She feared for the young man but his uncannily calm manner and quiet confidence convinced her. His reward
         was not even money, which made it harder for her, and when she did press him for his reason for taking on such personal risk
         he had staggered her by confiding that all he wanted to do was serve the Goddess. At his tender age what could he know about
         Lyana and yet he had impressed upon her that he was called to this dangerous task and Lyana had brought them together.
      

      
      She had been lost for words and now Pez seemed to echo all the same anxieties even though it was his plan and she simply the
         expediter of the audacious concept. She had hoped he would ooze the usual confidence – needed him to – but it seemed he was
         as unnerved as she by this youngster.
      

      
      They sat in a small room stirred gently by a soft breath of wind that had made a journey halfway up the hillside of Percheron
         from the sea. They could see the harbour from here. The massive giant statues of Beloch and Ezram gazed out across the Faranel, ever watchful for the long-feared
         raid that hadn’t come in centuries.
      

      
      ‘How does an orphanage command such a view?’ Pez wondered aloud.

      
      ‘I gather the palace gave it over to widowed Percherese Guard women. Down the decades those families were given better care;
         housed separately, given a stipend from the royal coffers and this building became defunct until one Zar gifted it to the
         orphans of Percheron. It’s still known as the Widows’ Enclave.’
      

      
      ‘It’s wonderful.’

      
      ‘Yes, although there’s talk of that magnanimous act being revoked now.’

      
      ‘Surely not?’ Pez frowned, unable to imagine Boaz making such a claim.

      
      ‘So the sisters quietly claim.’

      
      ‘What would the Zar want it for?’

      
      ‘Not the Zar. I think his newly intimate adviser has designs on it.’

      
      Pez pulled a face of disgust. ‘Tariq is certainly carving a new role for himself.’

      
      ‘Well that is his role, of course. But according to what you’ve told me in the past it sounds as though our last Zar never
         chose to have his close counsel.’
      

      
      ‘And who could blame Joreb? The odd thing is that Boaz always despised the man as much as his father did.’

      
      Zafira nodded. ‘I saw Vizier Tariq the other day—’ 

      
      ‘That’s Grand Vizier Tariq, Zafira,’ Pez interrupted, grimacing. ‘It’s amazing what nearly a year’s worth of constant ingratiation
         can achieve,’ he added bitterly.
      

      
      
      ‘What is it, Pez?’ she enquired gently. ‘Has Boaz cast you aside?’

      
      The dwarf shook his great head. ‘No, but he doesn’t look to me for all of his companionship now.’

      
      ‘He’s coming up towards seventeen; he had to grow up some time, my friend. You’ve been his confidant for many years. He’s
         just spreading his wings a little,’ she reasoned. ‘He has a man’s job to do – little wonder he had to cast off childhood so
         fast.’
      

      
      ‘True.’ Pez sighed. ‘I just wish it wasn’t Tariq’s arms he walked into though,’ he complained, adding with a tone of frustration,
         ‘the man’s undergone some sort of metamorphosis.’
      

      
      ‘Well how odd that you say this,’ Zafira said, leaning forward eagerly. ‘I was telling you that I saw him the other day. We
         passed each other around the main fountain in the market and I hardly recognised him – not that he would know me from a goat.’
      

      
      Pez didn’t appreciate her soft jest. He was still frowning, deep in thought. He aired them now. ‘Curious, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Am I deceiving myself?’

      
      Pez gave a derisive smirk. ‘No, I’ve noticed it too. Younger, straighter, more … what is it?’ he said, searching for the
         word. ‘More presence. The old Tariq was weak and his greatest weakness was craving attention from the royals. This newly invented
         Tariq exudes absolute confidence. He needs no endorsement from anyone, it seems. I swear he all but treats the Valide Zara
         with disdain.’
      

      
      ‘Well, so do you,’ she reminded.

      
      ‘But I’m mad, remember … and rude to everyone, especially Herezah whenever I can find the opportunity. Tariq has all of his faculties intact and he openly does not suffer fools gladly.’
      

      
      ‘Are you saying the Valide is a fool?’

      
      Pez gave some semblance of a rueful grin. ‘Far from it, but I sense she’s as baffled as I by this relationship that seems
         to deepen by the day.’
      

      
      ‘And you? How does he regard you?’

      
      ‘Tariq? I sense that he’s suspicious of me. He watches me carefully. He thinks I don’t notice but I am aware of his constant
         attention.’
      

      
      ‘What is he suspicious of?’

      
      ‘He can’t know the truth of my sanity, I’m sure of this, but it’s as if he suspects there’s more to me than meets the eye
         and so he keeps watching for some sign.’
      

      
      ‘Iridor?’ she posed, her voice a whisper.

      
      Pez shook his head. ‘He wouldn’t even know who he is. Why would he suspect that?’

      
      She shrugged, still kept her voice low. ‘If you have magic, why not others?’ she suggested and then moved on to more logical
         argument. ‘Perhaps it’s more that he’s jealous of your relationship with Boaz.’
      

      
      ‘It could be. That would make sense and yet I feel as though I’m in a contest as to when I’ll make my mistake and whether
         he’ll see it. He is searching for any slip, any small sign that I am not what everyone believes me to be.’
      

      
      ‘That does sound paranoid if you don’t accept that he knows something.’

      
      ‘How can stupid Tariq know anything? It doesn’t add up, but then neither does his behaviour over the past year. I need to
         be more attentive.’
      

      
      ‘Then I understand your curious idea.’

      
      
      Pez moved restlessly to the window to watch the children playing a boisterous game of pigball in the courtyard. ‘Are you sure
         about him?’
      

      
      ‘He’s astounding, Pez. He can do it but can you do it to him?’

      
      ‘There are bigger things at stake than individual lives, Zafira.’

      
      ‘Except, lose enough individually and you can lose a nation,’ she counselled softly.

      
      ‘Don’t preach to me,’ he said, but without any heat.

      
      ‘I just need to be sure that you understand the stakes. His life is what you’re gambling with, not yours.’

      
      ‘I’m aware of it, priestess, no need to remind me.’ There was a spike of irritation now.

      
      She responded in kind, angry that Pez wasn’t helping assuage her own guilt. In truth Zafira was angry at herself for agreeing
         to this madness. ‘He doesn’t want your money, either!’
      

      
      ‘Pardon?’ Pez said, swinging around to face her. This was entirely unexpected. ‘What does he want?’

      
      ‘Nothing we can give. He serves Lyana apparently.’

      
      Pez’s expression changed swiftly from confusion to incredulity. ‘And you accept this?’

      
      ‘He made it clear that she had called upon him and asked this gift of a life from him.’

      
      ‘Do you believe him?’

      
      ‘I believe in her – that goes without saying. But I believe he’s true, yes. It occurred in a dream when he was very small.
         She has come to him frequently since, he says, and he knows the name Iridor but not what it signifies.’
      

      
      Pez now looked deeply troubled. ‘I’d prefer him to accept the money,’ he admitted.

      
      
      ‘I imagine it would ease your conscience. A fair exchange you could say.’

      
      ‘Zafira—’ Pez began and this time there was a tone of angry exasperation.

      
      She interrupted him, equally frustrated. ‘I’m sorry, Pez, but I am fearful for this boy. What he is prepared to shoulder is
         frightening. We both know that should our clever plan be discovered he will not be given an easy death.’
      

      
      The dwarf’s irritation dissipated. His head dropped in resignation. ‘I know it.’

      
      The priestess heard such depth of emotion in those three words that she hurried to soothe her friend’s troubled soul – and
         her own as well, no doubt. ‘You have equipped him well, Pez. I would be lying if I told you that he’s not ready.’
      

      
      ‘I hope so.’ He found a sad smile. ‘Tell Lazar I shall visit later today. We have things to discuss. How is he?’

      
      ‘Oh the usual. Angry, distant, scowling, handsome, exasperating. Need I go on?’

      
      Pez smiled genuinely for the first time during their meeting. ‘Sounds like the old Lazar.’

      
      She nodded, reflecting his smile. ‘I think he is recovered physically, yes.’

      
      ‘Not emotionally, though.’ He said it for her.

      
      ‘Ana has scarred his heart. There are times I could wish the two had never met.’

      
      ‘And none of this would have happened? No, Zafira. This is Lyana’s work. She is manipulating all of us. Lazar and Ana were
         meant to meet but I don’t understand why or the purpose of such a brief meeting and one so marked by such pain and suffering
         on both sides.’
      

      
      
      ‘The Goddess works in mysterious ways, Pez. Let that be a comfort.’

      
      ‘It’s cold comfort but I’m glad our man is back. Now we have to discover his purpose.’

      
      ‘He may have already served it by nearly dying.’

      
      Pez shook his head. ‘No. Lyana has more in store for the former Spur. We just have to be patient.’
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      Maliz, the demon, masquerading as the newly promoted Grand Vizier, approached the Zar confidently. The young ruler was in
         his private courtyard with its wide verandah overlooking the Faranel. Alongside the slim Zar stood the monstrously large form
         of Salmeo, Grand Master Eunuch of the harem.
      

      
      Maliz smiled. He was supposed to vie with Salmeo at every turn but Maliz shared no history with the eunuch – unlike Tariq,
         the man whose body he had stolen. Tariq had hated the black castrate and the feeling was so intensely mutual that none of
         Maliz’s genuine attempts at repairing past damage was welcomed with any warmth by the suspicious head of the harem. History
         prevailed, hate reigned. Maliz found it amusing, as much as wise, to keep trying, though.
      

      
      He bowed, ‘Zar Boaz,’ before nodding his head in a far more polite gesture than Tariq could ever have mustered for the eunuch,
         ‘Grand Master Eunuch. Please forgive my interruption.’
      

      
      The Zar nodded. ‘We were just finishing, Tariq. Salmeo has agreed to organise the boating picnic I promised the women many
         moons ago.’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, how charming,’ Maliz replied, and meant it, but it was obvious Salmeo thought he was being sarcastic.

      
      ‘It is the Zar’s desire,’ the black eunuch reminded softly and there was intent in the firmness of his voice that Tariq should
         not challenge the head of the harem in front of their Zar.
      

      
      ‘But it is you the women will remember for this idea, Salmeo,’ Maliz said in a conciliatory tone.

      
      Salmeo blinked, slow as a lizard, as if weighing up carefully what the Vizier was saying, testing it for guile. As it was,
         he was entirely confused by the Grand Vizier who had appeared to have experienced some sort of epiphany. Certainly an immense
         change had come over the man since Joreb’s death. Salmeo was quite sure he preferred the old Tariq, the witless, obsequious,
         self-serving Tariq who was so transparent it was easy to manipulate him. This changed Tariq was opaque and very hard to read,
         and he had discussed this at length with an equally confused Valide but neither was in a position to do much more than talk
         and observe, for the Grand Vizier had ingratiated himself so slyly into the new Zar’s life that to try and undo him now was
         far too dangerous. ‘I shall take my leave, Majesty,’ he said finally without another glance to the hated Vizier. ‘I have many
         arrangements to make. Would you like me to inform the women, Highness?’
      

      
      Maliz heard the soft lisp in the black eunuch’s speech and wondered how many had been taken in by that affectation, not knowing
         what cruelty this man was capable of.
      

      
      ‘By all means,’ Boaz said, ‘although I would appreciate it if you would advise the Valide first and seek her participation,’
         he suggested, finding a hesitant smile, and again Maliz noted how uncomfortable the Zar was around the massive eunuch. He noted that the royal worked hard to hide how much
         he disliked him, but Maliz was too sharp not to notice all the silent signs that Boaz’s body gave of not wanting to spend
         a moment more than he had to in the private company of his head of harem. It intrigued the impostor as to how many different
         strained relations struggled but somehow survived within the palace walls.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, my Zar,’ Salmeo lisped and bowed before gliding away, curiously light on his feet.

      
      Boaz sighed. ‘How does such a huge man tread so softly?’ he mused, then turned to his Vizier. ‘It would be so much easier
         if you two liked one another,’ he said, glancing back to the glinting sea.
      

      
      Maliz, unfazed by the power of the man who stood before him, gave a wry smile to the Zar’s back. ‘I could say the same to
         you, Majesty.’
      

      
      Boaz swung around and any lesser individual might have quailed in fear of retribution for such a bold comment but Maliz, relaxed
         and almost allowing a mischievous grin to crease the corners of Tariq’s mouth, awaited the Zar’s response. Boaz watched his
         Vizier intently for a moment. ‘I wish my father had known this new Tariq who stands so brazenly before me. I believe he would
         have liked you, Vizier.’
      

      
      ‘No, Highness,’ Maliz said, knowing it was important to find any way to stop adding fuel to the fire of speculation that burned
         constantly in Boaz’s eyes at the strange personality change that had claimed the Vizier since the old Zar’s death. ‘I think
         even I might have disliked me in your father’s day. It is only since you have come to power that I’ve realised how important
         my role can be. Previously I searched for gratification, reward, power … oh dear, the list of cringing need feels endless sometimes,’ he said, shrugging
         in a self-deprecating manner.
      

      
      ‘And now?’

      
      ‘A change did come over me at your father’s death, Majesty. There’s no denying it,’ he said, constructing the pathway with
         great care before he led the Zar down it. ‘I realised that as soon as you took the Crown of Percheron you could have had me
         executed, Majesty. You and I were never what could have been termed friends.’
      

      
      ‘I hated you,’ Boaz replied, determined to be candid.

      
      Maliz nodded. The Zar had matured much in these past few moons, growing strongly into his role, accepting its burden. His
         directness was refreshing in comparison to the usual politicking around the palace. ‘And I understand why. I had so little
         autonomy, my Zar. I could have been a good Vizier to your father – may Zarab keep him – but he was headstrong and fiercely
         independent. He didn’t want advisers and he did not like me from the outset.’
      

      
      ‘Neither did I. I’m still not sure I do.’

      
      This surprised but privately amused the Vizier, who had no real interest in the Zar’s success – this relationship with Boaz
         was simply convenient and, if he was honest, mildly entertaining. His own agenda would set the palace alarm bells ringing
         if anyone knew or understood what was truly at stake here.
      

      
      Only one other within the palace knew, but that person remained elusive. Maliz was now sure that Iridor had not only risen
         but was roaming these corridors somewhere. He could feel him. The ancient enemy was near and that meant Lyana, too, was close
         as well, as he suspected. He would exercise patience and he would find and destroy them both as he had in every battle, over millennia.
      

      
      ‘I appreciate your candour, my Zar, and hope I never offend you.’

      
      ‘I hope so too, Tariq,’ Boaz said softly, but there was a threat in his tone and Maliz realised that, for all his careful
         work, the Zar remained suspicious and hesitant to give his trust. He actually admired Boaz for his reluctance and considered
         Percheron fortunate that it might enjoy two Zars in a row who were worthy of their status.
      

      
      Boaz interrupted his thoughts. ‘You wanted to talk with me?’

      
      ‘Yes, Zar Boaz, I do.’

      
      ‘Walk with me, then. I was going to take some sea air on the high balcony.’

      
      ‘It would be a pleasure,’ Maliz replied, knowing that walk would take Boaz past the sherbet rooms where many of the members
         of the harem liked to relax after their long morning, which he understood was spent simply bathing. Boaz was obviously maturing
         if he was beginning to parade himself past the girls. It wouldn’t be long now, Maliz thought, before those same girls, quickly
         turning into young women, would be called upon to offer a new kind of homage to their Zar. Sometimes his strange life could
         be fun. Maliz imagined how much sport it was going to be to observe these delicious girls, whenever he was permitted, as they
         set about their single-minded business of attracting the Zar’s eye. If only they knew what it was like to be a young man,
         his wits challenged by the fierce new drive of sexuality, they would understand that they would have to do very little in
         fact to win his attention. The mere suggestion of the rise of breast behind their robes, the glimpse of a nipple beneath a silken sheath, the very outline of a nubile body moving gracefully, was enough
         to send any hot-blooded youngster into a frenzy of desire. And if the Vizier enjoyed the opportunity to see all this beautiful,
         virginal flesh on offer – even though it was so subtly shrouded – then Maliz was certainly not going to complain at this potential
         for vicarious thrill.
      

      
      He smiled slyly. ‘Perhaps we should send a runner ahead to let others know I accompany you, Zar Boaz.’

      
      ‘No need,’ Boaz replied nonchalantly. ‘That’s what I was talking to Salmeo about. I’m relaxing some of the rules attached
         to the harem. I see no reason why the Zar – and whomever he chooses as his companions to enjoy the palace surrounds with him
         – should not be permitted to walk alongside certain buildings without permission.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed, Highness,’ Maliz said, surprised and delighted, enjoying also the thought that this new rule must have caused the
         sour look on Salmeo’s face. ‘Is the Grand Master Eunuch comfortable with this … relaxing of the old rules?’
      

      
      ‘What do you think?’

      
      ‘I imagine he believes it’s an encroachment,’ Maliz answered truthfully.

      
      ‘Yes, that’s precisely what he believes. But I know Salmeo considers it an encroachment on his personal status rather than
         on tradition. He cares not for the old ways so much as his territory. I don’t intend staring into windows or hunting down
         the women. I just don’t see that I must avoid them.’
      

      
      ‘It’s part of your role as a ruler to modernise life,’ Maliz encouraged.

      
      ‘Salmeo believes I’m stomping on tradition.’

      
      
      ‘It’s what I’d expect him to say.’

      
      ‘You think it’s appropriate then.’ Boaz did not make it a question, more of a statement.

      
      Maliz was sharp enough to appreciate that the Zar was not asking his permission but the young ruler was nevertheless gently
         searching for endorsement. ‘I think it’s wise, Majesty. Each Zar will surely introduce his own modern thinking to his reign.
         Your father made many changes – some were fought by the traditionalists, but had he backed down, then good things such as
         your great education might never have happened. Your grandfather did not believe in his heirs being educated as broadly. Your
         father learned the arts of warfare and diplomacy, for example, but taught himself how to read and write as well as he did.’
      

      
      ‘I never knew that,’ Boaz commented, surprised by this information, especially as he’d considered his father so literate.
         ‘He was so creative too.’
      

      
      ‘This is true but that was your father’s inherent talent. He had the soul of an artist. We can see his influence all over
         the city, certainly in the palace. And how much poorer would the citizens be had he not exercised his right to change things?
         You are not doing anything that Zars before you have not already done. It is fitting that you make subtle improvements wherever
         you see the need.’
      

      
      ‘It seems so archaic to separate the women to the point of imprisonment.’

      
      ‘Ah, now we touch on something else,’ Maliz warned, enjoying the conversation as he strolled by his young charge.

      
      ‘Not really. I don’t see it that way.’

      
      ‘Others will. If you don’t mind me offering humble advice, then may I suggest you move slowly, my Zar. Don’t try to change too much at once. Small leaps will still cover the same distance as big ones … it just takes longer,
         but it makes it easier on those who feel the effects of change.’
      

      
      ‘Salmeo, you mean,’ Boaz qualified.

      
      Maliz gave a gesture that said Boaz could reel off a dozen names. ‘Salmeo included, definitely. The Valide might also feel
         that you are undermining her status if you grant too much freedom to the women. You must remember, my Zar, if I dare be so
         bold as to guide you here, that the harem is your mother’s power base. Erode that and you will destabilise her influence over
         the other women. If you implement too much change in a short time, they will soon be looking to you to override not only Salmeo
         but also the most powerful woman in the realm. She sits atop a throne in the harem; I know you understand this because you
         were raised in it, so I don’t mean to give you a lecture.’ The older man bowed slightly in deference as they walked.
      

      
      ‘I understand. Please continue,’ Boaz commanded.

      
      ‘You don’t want your mother as an enemy,’ the Vizier said directly.

      
      Boaz paused and Maliz wondered if he’d made an error in judgement. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ the Zar asked.

      
      Maliz was in too far to pull out now. Not that he cared much for Boaz or how his reign turned out, but he rather enjoyed the
         role as Zar-maker. ‘The relationship I’ve noticed between you both is strained. It is none of my business, of course, and
         I realise it is neither the fault of your mother nor yourself. Circumstances of the harem will almost always put this sort
         of pressure on the golden couple, which is how I like to think of each slave mother who rises to this position and her precious son that claims the
         throne.’ He paused, ensuring that Boaz was not taking offence. Boaz said nothing but his stare was intense. Maliz continued.
         ‘Her future is in your hands. Whatever power you grant her is all she gets and she must feed off your status at all times.
         She is nothing without you.’
      

      
      ‘I have heard such advice before,’ Boaz replied steadily, recalling now a similar conversation with Pez – which reminded him
         that he had not seen the dwarf in a few days.
      

      
      ‘Then forgive me for being repetitive. The Valide is a weapon that you can use, my Zar. I would caution against alienating
         her by undermining her authority over the other women. The more freedom you give them, the less mystery to her role and her
         access to you.’
      

      
      Boaz considered the wisdom of his Vizier’s words. He was mindful of his mother’s role, which was why he’d instructed Salmeo
         to direct the boating trip with his mother’s involvement in the first instance. However, he had to silently admit that he
         was not necessarily considering her seat of power and how it might be eroded by the changes he had in mind. Perhaps Tariq’s
         caution was worthy.
      

      
      ‘I shall consider your advice, Vizier,’ was all Maliz got for his careful guidance. ‘As you can see,’ Boaz said, waving in
         the direction of the pale, ornate building known as the sherbet rooms that they were now approaching, ‘Salmeo seems to have
         my measure anyway,’ referring to the ring of red-robed Elim guards who stood against each tall window that might give the
         women a chance to eye their Zar at too close range for Salmeo’s comfort … and vice versa, of course.
      

      
      
      Maliz permitted himself a smile. ‘It seems he does.’ It was the right thing to say. Boaz gave a grudging grin, as if acknowledging
         that they both shared a common dislike for the man. Maliz decided it might just be easier to maintain the hate that Tariq
         began. It seemed more useful in terms of remaining closer to the Zar.
      

      
      Boaz inhaled the sudden fresh breeze blowing off the Faranel that rolled like a restless animal before them. He laid his hands
         on the stone balcony and raised his face to the sun to accept some of her early-season warmth.
      

      
      Anyone looking at the Zar could be forgiven for thinking all traces of childhood had disappeared this past year but Maliz,
         well attuned to Boaz now, could still sense faint echoes of the boy. He would have to rely on their presence to help him manipulate
         this young Zar.
      

      
      ‘What did you want to speak to me about, Tariq?’ Boaz asked, not opening his eyes but knowing he was being scrutinised.

      
      ‘About your security, my Zar,’ Maliz replied, without missing a beat.

      
      Now the Zar did open his eyes and turn to his Vizier. ‘That’s a regular haunt for you, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘It is part of my greater responsibility, Zar Boaz. Did you know that less than a century ago we did not even have a Spur?
         The Grand Vizier was responsible for the entire realm’s security.’
      

      
      Maliz deliberately mentioned the Spur, making his words, though softly spoken, re-open the wound of loss that perhaps the
         young Zar had tried to ignore. But the Vizier knew this was impossible. Boaz had admired Lazar, probably loved him, Maliz
         realised; those wounds would never heal, especially since the Spur’s death was shrouded in such mystery. It was time to turn the screw a little on the Zar’s pain.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I knew this from my history lessons,’ Boaz said evenly but not without a hint of sorrow.

      
      ‘I just think these are more dangerous times, my Zar. The fact is if Percheron’s head of security can disappear, without a
         trace, then we have a problem in our city. Now I accept that he invoked the law of Protectorship and was punished on behalf
         of Odalisque Ana. It is also clear that his flogging was savage, mishandled badly enough to speed him to an early death.’
         He watched the Zar’s jaw silently working with tightly held emotion. Oh yes, those wounds were not just seeping blood now,
         they were gushing. He continued, ‘But to have to trust the word of an old woman regarding the corpse, that it was properly
         dealt with according to the Spur’s wishes, and so on,’ he added a note of weariness to his tone, suggesting it sounded too
         farfetched for his liking, ‘well, it doesn’t sit comfortably with me, Highness. You are my responsibility after all, and in
         the absence of our Spur, I feel moved to make suggestions to improve your safety. One tragedy in our palace is one too many;
         you must not allow our people to suffer another loss of similar or even higher magnitude.’
      

      
      Boaz nodded. ‘You mentioned a change in the guard not so long ago. I presume you now have an idea to share?’

      
      ‘Yes, Majesty. I am proposing an elite group of strong young men who will permanently be at your side, so to speak.’

      
      ‘How many?’

      
      ‘At least a dozen on call so I can ensure a ring of men in and around your chambers or wherever you are, every minute of the
         day.’
      

      
      
      ‘This began as food tasters in the kitchens, Tariq. Now you’re suggesting they all but live with me? I fear I will find your
         measures claustrophobic.’
      

      
      Maliz nodded sadly. ‘At least one will sleep near your bedside, Highness.’

      
      ‘No!’ Boaz said. ‘Absolutely not. How uncomfortable will my life be if they can hear everything I say, repeat it to their
         colleagues and—’
      

      
      Maliz raised a hand gently but the smile on his face had a malevolent quality to it. ‘Hear me out, Majesty.’

      
      Boaz’s expression suggested he couldn’t imagine what the Vizier could possibly say that would change his reaction to this
         idea.
      

      
      Maliz continued. ‘I am proposing that this elite corps will be highly trained and very capable of killing whoever might overstep
         the cordon without permission.’ He paused somewhat dramatically. ‘But they will also be deaf-mutes.’
      

      
      Now Boaz looked startled. ‘To a man? How do we train them? How do we instruct them? How do we find that many brilliant warriors?’

      
      Maliz tutted, irritating the Zar, and the Vizier quickly realised he must be on guard at all times against his own impatience
         showing through. He must never reveal too much of himself and should constantly remember that he was still Tariq to all who
         met him. He bowed. ‘Forgive me, Zar. I did not explain this well. The men will be hand-selected for their fighting prowess
         and ability to follow orders using signals. Once we have selected them, and trained them fully in their roles, they will be
         made deaf and made mute.’ He stressed the final five words.
      

      
      Boaz opened his mouth to say something but closed it again. He clearly had not anticipated such a chilling explanation. He took a moment or two to gather himself. ‘You will maim healthy men for this role?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ the Vizier said simply.

      
      ‘But that’s barbaric.’

      
      ‘I care not for how we make them, Majesty. I care only that we have a supreme fighting ability in place to protect your life.
         I know if Lazar were sharing this conversation with us now, he would agree in principle to what I’m proposing.’
      

      
      ‘Then that shows how well you did not know the man, Tariq,’ Boaz countered firmly. ‘I assure you Lazar would never condone
         such injury to a warrior.’
      

      
      Maliz was unfazed. He was enjoying the banter. ‘Lazar would not allow his Zar to be under any threat,’ he replied.

      
      ‘Well, am I?’

      
      ‘Pardon, Majesty?’

      
      Boaz frowned. ‘Has a direct threat been detected?’

      
      Maliz wondered whether he should lie in order to achieve his desire. He opted not to. ‘No, Highness, but these are different
         times to the ones your father lived through. None of your enemies could know how capable you are. They imagine a youth, seemingly
         vulnerable, capable of being more easily killed or deposed than his father. Perhaps spies have reported the death of your
         Spur. It makes you even more at risk. Furthermore, Percheron has never been more vital as a critical trading point between
         east and west. I suspect that if we are ever going to be attacked, it will happen during the early years of your reign, Highness.
         We must think ahead, be prepared.’
      

      
      ‘All speculation,’ Boaz dismissed.

      
      ‘But that’s my job, Zar Boaz. I must anticipate all scenarios in connection with our ruler. And without the Spur, I feel even more compelled to offer higher protection than we currently have.’ He could see Boaz tiring of the conversation
         so he pushed once more. ‘I shall keep it to just a few men if that makes it easier on your conscience, my Zar.’
      

      
      ‘Then I insist they must take their roles willingly.’

      
      Maliz couldn’t help Tariq’s expression changing to one of bemusement. ‘To be willingly made deaf and mute?’

      
      ‘Or I won’t allow it. Offer them and their families gold in exchange for the maiming. Be generous. If you insist upon this
         course, then I will set the parameters. I will also approve each before the maiming takes place.’
      

      
      Maliz smiled inwardly. He had won. ‘As you wish, my Zar,’ he said obediently and bowed his head, revelling that he could now
         have the Zar permanently observed and, more importantly, that he could keep a constant spy on the dwarf.
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      The Valide sipped her fruit infusion, which she took habitually each morning, maintaining it kept her complexion unlined and
         unblemished. ‘And what did he want to see him about?’ she asked her guest as she put the porcelain cup down beside her. She
         was simply making conversation, for she couldn’t trouble herself with every discussion that her son had with the reinvented
         Tariq.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, Valide,’ Salmeo admitted. ‘I thought you might,’ the eunuch enquired, always inquisitive.

      
      ‘Boaz doesn’t include me in his decisions any more – certainly not in recent times. He looks like a man now. Thinks like one
         too,’ she said, and he heard the not so well disguised sorrow.
      

      
      ‘Then he’ll be acting like one soon,’ Salmeo replied and knew the Valide missed nothing of the innuendo in those words.

      
      ‘He’ll choose her first,’ she warned.

      
      It was not something the Grand Master Eunuch needed to be told. ‘We can’t stop that.’

      
      ‘She’s dangerous, Salmeo. I made a mistake in selecting Ana. I should have let Lazar have his little girl,’ she snarled.

      
      ‘I’m not sure anything used to simmer in Lazar for anyone,’ he commented, always glad to be reminded of the Spur’s demise.
      

      
      ‘If you were a woman you’d understand,’ she replied caustically. ‘He didn’t just simmer for her, he was feverish, but he arrogantly
         thought he hid it. From me!’ She shook her mane of hair that had lost none of its black glossiness, even though she was now
         past her third decade. ‘I’ll never understand why he ever brought her through those palace gates if he was so infatuated with
         the child.’
      

      
      Salmeo understood instantly that none of the Valide’s own fiery infatuation with the long-dead Spur had cooled.

      
      It surprised him that even after all this time she burned so fiercely for the soldier, or at least the memory of him. She
         had not mentioned Lazar’s name to him since the day his ‘murderer’, Horz, had been executed – accused of poisoning the whip
         used to flog and ultimately kill the Spur. Horz was dead and forgotten, but not so Spur Lazar – it seemed his memory would
         never die, and certainly not for the Valide. He stored the thought away.
      

      
      The Valide was not an enemy but she could be. That accepted, Salmeo had long ago realised that his fate was tied up with Herezah.
         There would never be any opportunity to ingratiate himself with the new Zar – it was all too obvious what the young ruler
         felt towards his keeper of the harem, but as distant as Boaz might have made himself from his mother, he was still of her
         blood and would see no wrong done by her.
      

      
      If I can remain her ally, Salmeo thought, I might buy my own protection should the truth of my involvement in Lazar’s death
         come out. He didn’t think it could. Having successfully blackmailed Horz into taking the blame and with Horz’s corpse long
         since rotted on the impaling post outside the palace, his secret felt safe. But Salmeo knew in his heart that the Zar believed that he was at the root of the
         mysterious death of the Spur, so the royal’s suspicious nature where Salmeo was concerned could never be discounted. Boaz
         would be looking for anything that might connect Salmeo with wrongdoing, so staying close to the Valide, pandering to her
         needs and making himself indispensable to her machinations might be that extra insurance he needed. He deeply regretted that
         rare moment of spite when he had impulsively allowed his anger to overtake his sense. Poisoning the whip that would ultimately
         flog the Spur was effective but ultimately perilous. Yes, it killed the proud, arrogant soldier who had become such a thorn
         for Salmeo’s plans to dominate Odalisque Ana, but was death really necessary? No, he thought, it was stupidly reckless, and
         although blame had been laid through some swift manipulations of his own, it had almost found him and wrapped itself about
         his own shoulders. The Zar surely wanted him to wear that mantle and it was only a stroke of genius that he had found the
         weakness of Horz, the one brave person he could count on to be the victim and go to death with courage, knowing his family
         was preserved from persecution. He suddenly realised the Valide had been watching him whilst he mused. She required a response
         to her grumbling over Ana.
      

      
      Herezah watched the eunuch’s tongue flick out and lick his lips in an obscene habit that revolted most, but one she had become
         used to over the years. She regarded the shrouded eyes too. Both signs that Salmeo was plotting.
      

      
      It was still a surprise for her, though, when he spoke his thoughts, and so directly. ‘I could just have her killed, Valide. She could accidentally slip or mysteriously drown – the boating excursion provides a marvellous opportunity. I can
         even manufacture a culprit if you ask this of me.’ His tone was sly and he did not look her in the eye, simply waited patiently
         for her response.
      

      
      He guessed the suggestion brought a flare of hope that would torch through Herezah’s body. The thought of the young odalisque,
         who was rapidly shaping herself as the Zar’s Favourite, disappearing from the harem echoed a daydream he suspected the Valide
         permitted herself. Ana was a threat to her. The Valide had not anticipated Boaz taking on the challenge of being a Zar quite
         so swiftly. She had hoped he would accept the role in title only and then return to his more studious pursuits, giving her
         free rein to essentially run the realm. Her intention had been to always involve her son, probably holding meetings over supper
         each evening to discuss the day’s affairs as though she was consulting with him. Herezah was too clever not to factor in male
         pride, and Salmeo understood that she was more than happy to allow everyone in the palace to continue the pretence that a
         new Zar was confidently on his throne whilst she herself pulled all the strings of the puppet ruler.
      

      
      But it was not to be. For all her cunning and clever ways, Herezah simply hadn’t counted on her once shy, slightly withdrawn
         son actually embracing his new role, shouldering it with dignity and now living it with a real sense of purpose. That potential
         had slipped by her sharp senses and now she was paying the price of raising a well-educated son who had never been allowed
         to shirk a sense of duty.
      

      
      All of this taken into account, Herezah could struggle to live with this mature Boaz in her life and carve out new powers for herself. It would be enough. But what she couldn’t
         abide, Salmeo knew, was Ana and the profound effect this young woman was having on her son. Ana and her speedy rise in the
         Zar’s estimation threatened to kill off any aspirations that the Valide still held for herself.
      

      
      Nothing had occurred sexually between them yet, he knew this, but there was a bond, for certain. It had formed when the girl
         had first been brought to the palace – she had been lonely and vulnerable, whilst Boaz was uncertain and fearful of his new
         role as Zar. Herezah could only blame herself for having not paid sufficient attention to her son’s emotions at that time.
         Boaz had genuinely grieved for the loss of his father, whilst Herezah had expected him to get over the death quickly and find
         a similar excitement as she had at their new status – Valide and Zar.
      

      
      Of course her mistake was imagining that ambition would somehow naturally override Boaz’s love and grief for his father, and
         her expectations of her son had been interpreted by him as heartlessness, Salmeo deduced. The eunuch appreciated that Herezah
         was right to expect Boaz to show no weakness, to pick up his father’s mantle – overnight – in order to establish his rule.
         But from what he could tell it remained an unspoken rift between the Zar and his mother.
      

      
      Salmeo slipped one of the violet tablets he habitually sucked into his mouth. The flowery fragrance wafted towards the Valide
         and she pretended to ignore his soft sigh as he awaited her answer to his offer.
      

      
      ‘Too risky,’ she said finally. ‘Any number of things could go wrong. No, Ana needs to be entrapped by her own doing.’

      
      
      ‘I don’t follow, Valide,’ he said, lacing his fat, bejewelled fingers together, a sure indication that he was intrigued.

      
      She picked up her cup again and sipped, waiting for the explosion of citrus flavours on her tongue, before she spoke. ‘Ana
         is by far the smartest odalisque in the harem, wouldn’t you agree?’
      

      
      ‘I would. Most of the others seem to look to her for leadership, I note.’

      
      Herezah did not like hearing this. ‘Hmm, you see that in itself is a declaration of her intentions.’

      
      Salmeo disagreed. ‘To be honest, Valide, I think Ana would be happier if she had less attention. She’s a strange sort of a
         girl – very contained, seems to need no-one and yet she’s the very person most of them seek friendship or comfort from.’
      

      
      ‘Is it just the younger ones?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. She’s a natural leader. I would be lying if I didn’t admit that the entire harem adores
         her.’
      

      
      Herezah smirked. ‘That will change.’

      
      Salmeo’s mind moved quickly with the Valide’s. ‘When Boaz begins choosing his sexual partners, you mean?’

      
      ‘The moment my son starts singling out girls for his romantic attention, they’ll be the target of hate from all the others.’

      
      ‘Then Ana will be despised, for I have no doubt that she will be Absolute Favourite.’

      
      Herezah slammed her cup down and Salmeo wondered if he didn’t hear it crack with protest at such treatment. ‘This is my very
         point! She must be undone before she attains such a position.’
      

      
      
      Salmeo stifled the smile he was privately enjoying at the Valide’s insecurity. Herezah might consider herself powerful but
         she was not feeling terribly powerful right now, with her son so independent and a slip of a girl about to claim the most
         important position in the harem, save her own, and one that would ultimately threaten the Valide’s future. ‘You were telling
         me how we might undo such aspirations,’ he said, calming her, pouring her a fresh infusion.
      

      
      Herezah took a breath to quell her anger. ‘We agree she’s clever so we must use that intelligence against her. I’ll wager
         she is bored?’
      

      
      ‘Senseless,’ he confirmed. ‘She hates the harem, as you would guess. She is not interested in anything it offers, from its
         decadence to its pampering or its riches. She couldn’t be less interested in any of it.’
      

      
      ‘Good. Let’s keep her bored and frustrated then.’ The Valide sipped her drink, taking a few moments to organise her thoughts.
         Salmeo knew to remain quiet during her pause.
      

      
      ‘This boat trip you want my involvement with, when is it planned for?’

      
      ‘Soon – in several days, I imagine,’ he replied.

      
      ‘Even better. It will give her a taste of freedom. And her imprisonment back in the harem afterwards will feel all the more
         smothering. Let’s plan some tedious training in the meantime, shall we?’
      

      
      ‘Embroidery?’

      
      She groaned, remembering the hours of soul-destroying boredom spent learning how to work on a piece of silk. ‘Precisely. And
         letters. No swimming or outside walks. Keep it all indoors, especially now whilst the sun is shining with its promise of summer.’
      

      
      
      ‘And?’ He knew the crux of her plan was yet to be revealed.

      
      ‘We’ll make it easy for her to try and escape.’

      
      Salmeo made a soft sound of disbelief. ‘Do you really think she’d disobey the most important rule of the harem?’

      
      ‘She did it once before,’ Herezah replied, tapping her teeth with a blood-red painted fingernail … a habit she now couldn’t
         help when in deep thought.
      

      
      Salmeo wasn’t convinced. ‘She had hardly arrived then and we’d just inflicted the Test of Virtue.’

      
      ‘She’s a year older, a year bolder and a year more bored with her life. She’s ripe to make another attempt. She just needs
         a push.’
      

      
      ‘You speak with knowledge, Valide,’ Salmeo commented.

      
      ‘I fought the urge every day of my life, eunuch; I sometimes think I still do,’ Herezah said, unable to disguise a slightly
         wistful note in her tone. ‘But Ana believes she has the ear of the Zar and his indulgence. She’ll risk it, I promise …
         and just in case, I might sow the right seeds in her mind.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Send her to me today. I think I’ll be giving her some responsibility in the harem. It’s timely anyway that the girls take
         on some special roles but I’ll endow Ana with the most trust … confide a few things in her.’
      

      
      ‘Let her think you might be friends?’

      
      Herezah shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. Ana’s too much of an island but perhaps some fragile bridges might be built.’

      
      ‘And then what, Valide?’

      
      ‘I’ll tear them down and expose her. What is the harshest punishment for leaving the harem?’

      
      
      ‘Lashes … you’d remember that from Ana’s previous attempt at escape. But this time there’ll be no Spur Lazar to twist
         the rules to claim Protectorship and take the strokes on her behalf.’
      

      
      ‘Is that the best we can do?’

      
      ‘Well, being caught unveiled, perhaps in the company of a man, would certainly increase the punishment,’ he said, enjoying
         where this conversation was headed.
      

      
      ‘To what?’

      
      ‘Death.’ He said it coldly, without hesitation, and saw how the word appealed to her by the involuntary twitch at the corner
         of her mouth. The Valide was planning murder, it seemed. He loved it.
      

      
      ‘Mandatory?’

      
      He nodded confidently. ‘Drowning in the Faranel is the easiest. I’m not sure anyone could save her then, bar an extraordinary
         set of circumstances.’
      

      
      ‘Such as?’ Herezah demanded.

      
      Salmeo shrugged his huge shoulders as he considered. Then he held his great hands out, his palms shockingly pale pink against
         his black skin. ‘I simply can’t imagine what, Valide.’
      

      
      And that was good enough for her. If Salmeo couldn’t bend his mind to a situation that might save the girl’s life, then no-one
         could. ‘Excellent. That’s what I want you to arrange, Salmeo.’
      

      
      ‘You want me to bring about her death, Valide?’ he queried innocently.

      
      Herezah knew what he was doing. She understood he was making it unequivocally clear between them what was being planned and
         who was giving the orders. ‘I want you to ensure she is somehow found in that unforgivable position you suggested and cannot be saved from the consequences. The rest is up to the laws of our harem.’
      

      
      ‘And the Zar, Valide. What of his interests?’

      
      She frowned, not understanding. ‘What do you mean, Salmeo?’

      
      ‘Only that if he was on side it would be easier to manipulate the law in our favour,’ he said gently, his eyes heavy-lidded,
         intrigue spicing his tone.
      

      
      She smelled the nauseating fragrance of violets on his breath again, reminding her of the dangerous plot she was designing
         and the even more dangerous individual she was hatching it with. ‘Boaz, unfortunately, will not be our pawn. As I have said,
         he has become a man these past thirteen or so moons and he will not be manipulated easily.’
      

      
      ‘He need not know, Valide,’ Salmeo said softly and she recognised his habit of looking down at his fingers, not giving eye
         contact. This was Salmeo at his best, slippery and cunning.
      

      
      ‘You want to use my son without his knowledge?’ she stated, determined to avoid all innuendo.

      
      Salmeo nodded but still would not meet her gaze. ‘He need not be in on our plan.’

      
      The word our was not lost on her. She knew from this moment she had tossed her future in with that of Salmeo. Her grand notion to align
         Tariq with herself and keep Salmeo at more of a distance, but still under her authority, had not unfolded as she had hoped.
         The Vizier was now Grand Vizier and far more powerful, and he had so cleverly ingratiated himself with her son, it was sickening.
         Even now she couldn’t quite grasp how it had happened, under her nose and with such speed. At the old Zar’s death he was a snivelling, obsequious adviser with no-one’s respect
         and only her lukewarm patronage to save him. Within weeks of the new Zar being crowned, Tariq was a changed man in many respects.
         His demeanour, even the way he presented himself, had undergone some sort of transformation. The man was suddenly interesting,
         pithy, dry-witted and downright clever – aspects she had not once previously appreciated in the Vizier. And, damn him, he
         looked somehow different. Oh, it was Tariq all right, no-one could claim otherwise, but gone was the stooped carriage and
         all the vulgar adornments he so favoured, including jewels in his beard and on his sandals. A few moons back she couldn’t
         spot a single item that sparkled on his person, and his clothes were no longer ostentatious. All of a sudden he was wearing
         subtle colours and simple lines, more befitting a man of his appointment as Grand Vizier. Herezah could swear he now had a
         roving eye for women too, something that had never occurred to her before. Tariq had seemed almost sexless in the years gone
         by and she knew he lived alone, took no women casually and certainly had no long-time lovers. This much Zar Joreb had confirmed
         directly with her on one of their cosy nights together. But this new Tariq all but flirted with her, winked at some of the
         serving girls, and, in the rare company of the veiled members of the harem, gave them lingering appreciation.
      

      
      It was Tariq who was now seemingly closest to the Zar – him and the despised dwarf, of course; how could she overlook Pez?
         She realised Salmeo was watching her and drew herself back from those thoughts that irritated her so much.
      

      
      
      With her next words she knew she was not just aligning herself with Salmeo rather than Tariq, but also risking her fragile
         relationship with her son, the Zar. ‘And so now please explain this mystery to me as to how we use my son without his consent,’
         she said. ‘But first, I need a fresh brew of my tea. Would you organise it, please, whilst I change out of my silk robe.’
      

      
      Salmeo gave instructions to a eunuch servant and Herezah disappeared into her sleeping chamber, which led into her dressing-rooms.
         She emerged at the same time as Salmeo was dismissing the servant who had laid out fresh crockery.
      

      
      ‘You look very lovely, Valide,’ the chief eunuch commented.

      
      She nodded, not really needing to be told this. She knew how splendid she appeared today. There was work to do and she needed
         to be at her dazzling best.
      

      
      ‘May I pour for you?’ he added.

      
      ‘Please,’ she replied, settling herself by the window. As she stared out into the gardens she contemplated, not for the first
         time, how often she stared at garden or sea, as all in the palace did, with inextinguishable longing to be elsewhere.
      

      
      ‘We’re all prisoners of this beautiful place,’ she said, speaking her thoughts aloud.

      
      ‘Privileged prisoners, Valide,’ Salmeo commented from behind as the steaming citrus brew swallowed up a slice of lime that
         he had slid into it. He lightly stepped towards Herezah and delicately handed her the tall, exquisite cup that stood on an
         equally beautiful saucer. It was her own design, commissioned by Joreb when she was pronounced wife and Absolute Favourite.
         Its colours were bold and daring, reflecting Herezah’s personality, Joreb had told her.
      

      
      She sipped, making a soft sound of pleasure at the warmth. ‘All servants dismissed?’ she checked.

      
      ‘We are alone, Valide.’

      
      ‘Then I am all ears, Grand Master Eunuch. Tell me your cunning plan.’
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      The man, hunched like a sack of grain in the chair, stared intently out to sea. Hair, once black as the famous velvet from
         Shagaire, now curiously golden, blew across his face, unnoticed.
      

      
      The wind was refreshing rather than cold, for summer had begun to lay its new warmth over the land. Nevertheless the man’s
         bones seemed to rattle from a constant shivering that had nothing to do with any chill. The goat-hair blanket hung loosely
         from his hollow frame, ignored and as unwanted by this wearer as any other form of comfort that tried its healing qualities
         but failed. This one wanted to suffer, for in suffering there was life.
      

      
      The day itself had been sublime, its brightness almost painful on the eyes, but the man’s gaze was distracted neither by the
         sparkle of the first season’s sun nor the glistening Faranel Sea it lit and ultimately warmed. Instead all focus was riveted
         on the far distance and the glowing outline of the city of Percheron, blushing fiercely in the late-afternoon sunlight. High
         on the hill that overlooked the magnificent horseshoe-shaped bay was the Stone Palace, and it was to its quiet hallways and
         chambers that his thoughts fled. And although the twin giants who kept guard over Percheron captured his attention from time
         to time, as though trying to distract him from the lonely vigil, that gaze was always quickly drawn back to the dominating presence
         of the Zar’s palace.
      

      
      ‘You should move inside now,’ the old woman who had limped up urged gently. ‘And it’s time for your medicine,’ she added.

      
      ‘For whatever good it will do me,’ he replied.

      
      She didn’t mean it to but her tone still came out bitter. ‘It’s no good staring towards the palace, Lazar. She cannot see
         you but she is safe. Let that be enough.’
      

      
      They both knew that was simply her opening gambit for an old argument. He bit. ‘Don’t lecture me, priestess. At least you
         can go into the city freely. I am stuck here, as much a prisoner of this leper colony as Ana is of the harem.’
      

      
      ‘Well, blame yourself! You took too big a risk and set yourself back moons with a journey you were not well enough to make.’
         She made a sound of disgust. ‘Attending Horz’s execution was madness.’
      

      
      ‘I told you, I needed to get the note to Pez,’ he replied, his anger stoking.

      
      ‘I could have taken the note to Pez, but of course you wanted to see Ana again. What good are you to us if you insist on speeding
         your own death?’
      

      
      ‘My life is my own,’ Lazar growled. ‘It does not belong to you, not anyone!’

      
      ‘Is that so?’ she said in a manner suggesting the opposite, but this time she had heard the fury and could feel only relief,
         for it was a good sign of his recovery. ‘You can try and fool us but I suspect you can’t fool yourself with such hollow words.
         Your life is already given – she owns it,’ she said, her crooked finger pointing angrily towards the palace where Ana lived.
      

      
      
      It was a cruel jibe but Zafira needed anger from Lazar. Where there was anger there was fight, and where there was fight there
         was surely life, for if his crushing despair won through – and it still could – they were lost. She hoped there might be something
         equally cutting spat in reply but there was only an echo of her own sigh. They both knew what she said was true, but they
         also knew the stakes of this strange battle they were now engaged in were high, and in truth risks were all they had to choose
         from.
      

      
      ‘I shall be in shortly,’ finally came the response.

      
      ‘Let me help you.’

      
      ‘No. I will manage.’

      
      ‘Lazar, you must forget her,’ she cautioned softly. ‘I suspect—’

      
      ‘Just a few more minutes, Zafira,’ he said, cutting her words off.

      
      He didn’t deny that it was the sad memory of the loss of a woman that was so destructive to his healing, and yet Zafira knew
         it was because of this woman that Lazar still lived, still bothered to wake each day and breathe, eat if she could get much
         down him, hobble around keeping his limbs supple, if not strong. It was so ironic. Opposing emotions pulling him apart, both
         good and bad for his health.
      

      
      His perilous trip into the city was seemingly to let Pez know that he lived and to summon the dwarf to come to Star Island
         immediately. This was his pretext for slipping away from Zafira, risking his life just hours after being revived from the
         unconsciousness that had followed the flogging and poison, when he was not nearly strong enough to make the journey across
         the water. But the note was his excuse – anyone could have delivered it for him. No, his true motive was that one final glimpse of Odalisque Ana. And
         that effort had nearly taken what little life had been left to this man.
      

      
      He had barely clung to existence after the poisoning from the whip that opened his back so badly. Blood loss, drezden poison
         and a deep sorrow all conspired to kill him. But love sustained him. His fragile hold on life was there, Zafira knew, only
         because it might mean he would see her once more. And so he had fought death this past eleven moons, fought it so hard he
         was left a living wreck, but mend he would, if he took his rest and medicine.
      

      
      Lazar now understood that the drezden brought with all its evil intention a dark gift. A legacy. He knew from the curious
         woman known as Ellyana, who had effectively saved his life, that this gift could not be given back.
      

      
      ‘It will stay with you forever,’ she had counselled when he was sufficiently recovered to focus on words, and on living. ‘It
         will lie dormant within you and then like a sickness curse you all over again on a whim.’
      

      
      ‘What is my warning? How will I know when it comes?’ he had asked, when he was strong enough, his throat raspy from lack of
         speaking for so long.
      

      
      ‘You won’t. It simply attacks when it chooses.’

      
      ‘And how can Lazar protect himself then?’ Zafira had asked on his behalf.

      
      ‘With the drezden itself. You must always carry a vial of it with you. Put a drop of the concentrated poison on your finger
         – no more than a single drop, mind – and put that on your tongue. It will take some hours but it will restore you.’
      

      
      ‘But it hasn’t restored me on this occasion.’

      
      
      ‘Lazar, you were as good as dead from the whipping alone. I defy any physician to have brought you back from the brink of
         the abyss with their modern potions and notions. Trust me. If you were at the palace or under the care of the male doctors,
         you would have been given up to your god. Drezden saved you. It will again and much faster now that your body can cope with
         it, but only …’ She stopped, shrugged.
      

      
      ‘For a while,’ Lazar finished what Ellyana had not said.

      
      The woman had simply nodded. Not long after, she had disappeared. Zafira still found it unsettling that the woman had come
         into their lives at a time of such high drama and then left so soon with no warning, no farewell, and no further instructions
         … except for a caution; she had told Zafira that Iridor, the demi-god in his owl form, would rise, and once that occurred,
         then the battle of the gods, which she had spoken about, would have begun. She had counselled that Lazar was integral to the
         success of the Goddess but wouldn’t, or perhaps couldn’t, explain why. Zafira hadn’t really understood much of it at all but
         Ellyana was not one to be pressed, and then she had disappeared. They hadn’t seen or heard from her in almost a year.
      

      
      Zafira had suspected who Iridor might be but had no idea of what his rising meant. She was none the wiser now, although her
         suspicions of who the Messenger of Lyana the Goddess was had been confirmed on the night after Horz of the Elim had died.
         It had come as no surprise in truth, but despite her easy acceptance she experienced an intense feeling of awe every time
         she saw the beautiful snowy owl.
      

      
      She returned her thoughts to the present, realising that she had remained standing there beside the former Spur.

      
      
      Lazar reminded her. ‘Please, Zafira.’

      
      His plea tugged at her heart. He had suffered enough, now needed encouragement.

      
      ‘You are mending, Spur. I have been hard on you, perhaps not as honest as I should be. I know you feel weak but your back
         is healed and I’ve watched you exercising. I see you have some strength back.’ He nodded, remained silent. ‘Allow yourself
         to be well. The medicine can only do so much. Now it’s up to you.’
      

      
      ‘I realise this. Now please, just give me a few more minutes alone.’

      
      There was such a plaintive note in his voice that the old woman could do little more than shake her head and oblige. Turning,
         she hobbled away towards the small hut that served as home nowadays, wincing at the snag of pain in her hip that constantly
         reminded her she was well past her best years, and yet never had she needed strength and health more than she did now.
      

      
      Ana bowed low and gracefully. ‘You wished to see me, Valide?’

      
      ‘I did, child. Come, walk with me in the courtyard. This mild weather is too delicious to waste,’ Herezah replied, noting
         with surprise how different Ana appeared since she had last paid her any close scrutiny. Herezah detested the girl so much
         she had deliberately ignored her, had in fact had so little to do with the girls these most recent moons that she had allowed
         Ana – and no doubt some of the older odalisques – to suddenly blossom into womanhood without noticing. That was a mistake
         and most unlike her but then no-one understood how the death of Lazar had personally affected her. For all her outward goading of him, her public rebukes and the hardships she could force upon him, this was the one man over her lonely
         lifetime who had made her otherwise cold heart burn.
      

      
      She had never loved Zar Joreb but she had admired and enjoyed him. Without his favour she shuddered to imagine what would
         have become of her, and Boaz would have suffered the hideous death his brothers had. In truth, love was something she had
         never experienced, so whether she loved Lazar she could not say. But did her lust overflow for him? Yes! She had never wanted
         any other man with that kind of intense passion but he had ignored her advances, denied her even simple pleasures – a kind
         word, a smile. Since Ana had arrived in their lives, his polite shunning of Herezah had crystallised into hatred, she was
         sure of this. He despised her for denying him access to Ana. Still, Herezah’s heart could jump at the mention of his name
         after all this time, could also ache when she allowed herself space and time to think about his loss. And so, very unwisely,
         amidst her most private sorrow and her desire to improve her relationship with her son, she had permitted the harem, her seat
         of power, to essentially function without her closest supervision. Here she was paying the price for that error as she watched
         Ana approach. It was never too late, though; striking woman or not, Ana was still just an odalisque and far beneath the Valide’s
         status.
      

      
      ‘And how are you, my dear?’ Herezah asked, not at all interested but keen to appear as friendly as possible.

      
      ‘I am well, Valide, thank you,’ Ana answered as she followed Herezah into the small, private garden.

      
      ‘Come and stand in the light, Ana, so that I may look at you,’ Herezah suggested. She watched the girl glide towards the column of sunlight that cut through the cypress pines
         and warmed the stone flagstones beneath her sandals. She felt instant envy at the way the girl’s hair blazed brightly beneath
         the golden rays, glinting as she tossed that free-flowing hair without knowing what effect it could have on the onlooker,
         particularly a male one. ‘You have changed, Ana.’
      

      
      ‘How so, Valide?’ Ana asked politely.

      
      Herezah considered. ‘You are taller, you have an eye for costume, I see, and fuller of figure too – which is a good thing,
         for you were on the narrow side.’
      

      
      ‘I try not to eat too many of the sweet dishes that the kitchens tempt us with, Valide,’ Ana replied but not defensively.

      
      ‘I don’t think you have to worry too much, my dear. At your age I could eat a camel for a snack and not put on so much as
         a sheld. It’s after childbirth that you have to observe new eating habits. You wouldn’t have been acquainted with the old
         Zar’s harem,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘It was disbanded just prior to my arrival.’

      
      ‘Well, you’d have seen a queue of fat women waddling out of the palace, I assure you,’ Herezah said, more viciously than intended.

      
      Ana betrayed no recognition of the insult on her expression, which remained somewhat frustratingly serene under Herezah’s
         gaze. ‘I was once told that roundness of body meant prosperity, Valide.’
      

      
      Herezah blinked in irritation. The girl was far too forward in presenting her own thoughts. ‘That may well be, Ana,’ she said,
         instantly regretting her jibe at the old harem’s women and wives, ‘but no Zar is going to choose a corpulent woman over one whose body is voluptuous but still trim.’

      
      It was as if Ana ignored the Valide’s comment. ‘I was also told that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, Valide. Perhaps
         each Zar has different ideas of what is attractive in a woman. Zar Boaz may find a woman’s mind beautiful and not lay so much
         store by her figure.’
      

      
      Herezah couldn’t stifle the gasp of indignation that escaped her.

      
      Ana realised her error. ‘Forgive me, Valide. I meant no offence. I am merely posing an idea.’

      
      ‘You offer your private thoughts too easily, Ana, for one so young.’

      
      ‘I apologise, Valide Herezah,’ Ana tried again, this time going to her knees. ‘I am trying to teach myself not to.’

      
      Herezah looked at the kneeling figure and it was as though she were looking at herself from fifteen years ago. Elegant, headstrong,
         beautiful on the outside and a sharp intelligence held within. Herezah had fed the fire of ambition that burned so brightly
         inwardly – that was all that had got her through the years of destructive boredom. But ambition did not burn in this girl,
         she deduced. It was something completely different and yet still it gave off the similar heat, simmering constantly but invisibly.
      

      
      ‘What is it that you want?’ Herezah said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

      
      Ana looked up in surprise. ‘I want nothing, Valide. I just want to be,’ she answered, not explaining anything.

      
      Herezah again felt the twitch of exasperation. ‘To be? Whatever does that mean?’

      
      Ana shrugged, ‘Pardon me, but I’m just not sure how I must respond.’

      
      
      Again the evasiveness and lack of anything but cryptic responses.

      
      ‘You say you want nothing,’ Herezah repeated, clutching at the only thing Ana had said that made sense, ‘and yet you have
         all the girls in the harem eating out of your palm.’
      

      
      Again Ana looked down and Herezah knew the girl understood. ‘It is not from choice, Valide. I do not encourage it.’

      
      ‘And still it happens, Ana. Are you dangerous for the harem? You may stand.’

      
      Ana rose in a fluid movement and once again Herezah was struck by the golden beauty and grace of this young woman. She certainly
         had filled out in the past few moons and looked ripe for the plucking, as the Grand Master Eunuch had observed. He was right,
         Boaz could be used unwittingly to bring this threat to Herezah’s status to an end.
      

      
      ‘Dangerous?’ Ana queried.

      
      ‘Your innocence is always convincing, Ana, but it does not fool me,’ Herezah commented, again carefully covering her rancour
         with a soft tone as though she were merely making an observation rather than an accusation. ‘It will serve you well. I’m sure
         the Zar will love it.’
      

      
      Now Ana dared to raise her depthless green eyes and regard the Valide, her gaze serious, and Herezah felt impaled by the stare.

      
      She affected a coy laugh as if embarrassed. ‘Oh surely you realise that my son will want to bed you soon, Ana?’ Not all of
         the mockery was disguised in the tone. She wanted Ana to hear it. ‘And I for one will be delighted when he takes his first
         virgin between his sheets,’ she continued.
      

      
      
      Ana stammered some sort of reply but although the words were lost on Herezah, the effect of her baiting the girl was not.
         She smiled inwardly. This was where she wanted Ana – unsure, hesitant.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, let’s not talk about that,’ she said in a more friendly manner, waving away the previous conversation. ‘I brought
         you here today to discuss Zar Boaz’s picnic for the harem.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Yes, you see, I imagine some of the younger girls are going to be a little fearful of being taken out of the harem. They’ve
         been here now for a year so this is where they feel secure.’
      

      
      Ana had regained her composure to some degree and answered without thinking. ‘No, Valide, I think everyone in the harem is
         very excited. I sense no fear.’
      

      
      Herezah blinked slowly, as if talking to someone too dull to understand. ‘Nevertheless, while you may think most are looking
         forward to it, I assure you some will be reluctant.’
      

      
      Ana nodded, quickly appreciating her lack of tact in answering back so quickly.

      
      Once again Herezah found and fixed a friendly smile to her face. ‘I am hopeful, Ana, that you will counsel the youngsters,
         dissuade any hesitation, and especially show them not to fear their Zar.’
      

      
      ‘How do you mean, Valide?’ Ana asked, frowning.

      
      ‘Let’s take a tour of the garden,’ Herezah suggested, even linking arms with Ana, and despising the feel of her young and
         unblemished silken flesh next to her own. Herezah could sense her anger rising at the unfairness that this beautiful creature
         had so much going in her favour. The Valide understood that she, too, had once enjoyed similar qualities but that freshness and vitality had gone now. Oh yes,
         she remained a beautiful woman but she was an older woman now, a Valide no less. No man was going to come looking for her
         these days – no man would dare – but she missed being able to use her body to render a man helpless. It was such a powerful
         feeling, one Ana had not yet known … or had she?
      

      
      Lazar had been totally in Ana’s thrall; Herezah had seen it in his hungry, desperate gaze when he was lying through his back
         teeth to save the girl from the harem’s imprisonment. During the Choosing Ceremony when all the purchased girls were first
         presented to the Valide, he had argued persuasively for access to Ana. Herezah suspected it was a lie that the mother in the
         foothills had demanded as part of the sale that Lazar act as some sort of ongoing mentor – he made it sound credible – but
         nevertheless, adroit though the Spur was, he could not hide … not from her anyway … the helpless ardour he possessed
         for Ana. Her hackles rose just thinking of this fact. Not only did Ana seem to have Boaz focused on her but the girl had somehow
         managed to win the heart of the only man Herezah had ever desired and yet never so much as touched.
      

      
      She remembered now Lazar half-naked, standing tall at first against the whipping post in the Courtyard of Sorrows, but it
         didn’t take too many bites from the Viper’s Nest to savagely open up his back and for precious blood to flow all too freely
         out of Lazar’s hard, proud body, to leave it slumped and lifeless by the end of the twenty strokes. She felt a keen pain as
         she allowed the frustration and anger she normally kept so securely buried to have free rein in her mind that this man had
         never laid a finger on her, hated her in fact, not that she could ever have fully told what he was thinking.
      

      
      What she would have given for one night with Lazar. She knew he paid prostitutes for their services and that riled her. She
         would have given him all of herself for free; risked everything for a single night. And Ana had had several nights with Lazar
         at Herezah’s expense; from travelling with him from her home in the foothills to a carefree evening the girl had spent with
         him in Percheron prior to Lazar presenting her at the palace. Herezah had discovered that on this final night of Ana’s freedom,
         she and the Spur had wandered the bazaar – hand in hand, no less! – had shared a meal and sat close together around a fountain.
         Her spies reported laughter, tenderness and even sorrow when the time came to leave the alley of gold – where he had bought
         her a present – their last call prior to wending their way to the palace. Her fury, a year on, still burned.
      

      
      Herezah had only two men in her life, two men on her mind and Ana laid claim to both of them. It hurt like a savage wound
         and it took all of the Valide’s willpower not to pull her arm from the young woman walking carefully beside her.
      

      
      The silence between them had lengthened. Herezah pointed to a bench seat beneath a fig tree. She swallowed her despair and
         her voice came out bright and steady. ‘Let’s sit, shall we?’
      

      
      Ana did as asked, maintaining her silence, unsure of what was coming.

      
      ‘Do you ever think of Spur Lazar, Ana?’ She felt the involuntary movement next to her, knew she had hit a nerve.

      
      ‘I do, from time to time, with sorrow that he is no longer striding around the city.’

      
      ‘Is that how you remember him?’

      
      Ana hadn’t meant to shrug but she did. ‘I don’t really know how I remember him. My time with him was limited,’ she said carefully,
         her intuition serving her well. She had long ago sensed the Valide’s unhealthy interest in Lazar.
      

      
      ‘But you admired him?’ Herezah prompted, unable to help herself.

      
      ‘Yes, I did. I thought he was a fine man and a loyal one to Percheron. It was not right, what happened on account of my indiscretion.’

      
      Herezah heard the pain in the girl’s voice as she tried to shape well-chosen words into something less revealing than they
         actually were. ‘No-one could know that Lazar would be quite as gallant as he was, child. He was very protective of the youngsters
         he brought in and it was a terrible thing, I agree, but no-one’s fault.’
      

      
      ‘Someone’s fault that the whip was tipped with poison, Valide, surely?’

      
      Again Herezah felt the breath catch in her throat at Ana’s audaciousness in answering as she did. ‘And he paid the price.’

      
      ‘My uncle Horz would never do such a thing, Valide. I did not know him as well as you, perhaps, but I knew him to be a faithful
         and proud servant of the harem. We were distant relatives – I’d met him only twice in my life before I was brought to the
         palace and it is coincidence that two of the same family lived here. He never treated me any differently and he was loyal
         to the Elim.’
      

      
      ‘And still coincidence that you both became embroiled in the drama that led to Lazar’s death?’ The Valide watched Ana nod unhappily.
      

      
      ‘Then who, Ana?’ Herezah asked innocently, interested to hear what the girl might say. ‘Who poisoned the whip?’

      
      Ana turned now and worked hard to stifle the glare she levelled at the Valide.

      
      Zarab save us, Herezah thought, she thinks I contrived it! ‘What does that look mean?’
      

      
      Ana hung her head. ‘I … I mean nothing by it, Valide, my apologies. I just thought you might know something more than
         has been explained.’
      

      
      You lie well, Herezah thought, but not well enough to dupe me. ‘I know only what you do, odalisque,’ the Valide replied in a rare moment of honesty. ‘He cannot be brought back no matter
         what the truth is.’
      

      
      ‘He should never have gone, though, Valide. It is my fault and I can never forgive myself.’

      
      ‘Perhaps you have learned your lesson, then?’ Herezah asked, not quite believing the lovely pathway in conversation that Ana
         had led herself towards.
      

      
      ‘Definitely,’ Ana replied unequivocally.

      
      Herezah was not yet satisfied. She would remind Ana of this conversation in time to come. ‘So nothing could persuade you to
         escape again?’
      

      
      Ana held the Valide’s gaze defiantly. ‘Nothing.’

      
      Herezah smiled. It was too perfect. ‘Thank you, Ana. I appreciate this. You know, I chose you as the finest odalisque of the
         exquisite selection of girls on offer. I have high hopes for you. Perhaps you see yourself as a Favourite? Possibly Absolute
         Favourite, as I was?’
      

      
      ‘No, Valide,’ Ana answered gravely. ‘I have never thought about such things.’

      
      
      ‘Well, you should, my girl. You have the intelligence and there is no doubting your suitability as a mate for the Zar. Doesn’t
         producing heirs to the throne of Percheron excite you?’
      

      
      Ana shivered, despite the warmth, and shook her head. ‘I know what happens to spare heirs, Valide. No, I would not wish that
         on any mother. I will happily remain barren to avoid such trauma.’
      

      
      Now Herezah did gasp. ‘You must not talk like this, Ana. You have a role now in the harem. Even if you can’t see it, we can.
         You are the most likely first choice of the Zar. I can’t speak for him but I can see what he sees.’
      

      
      ‘Beauty is not everything,’ Ana whispered.

      
      ‘So you’ve said, but it is vital as an odalisque. You have little else to recommend yourself to the Zar.’

      
      ‘It will not matter to me if he does not choose me, Valide. If you’ll forgive my candidness, I think this is where you and
         I differ.’
      

      
      The courage of the girl to speak so forthrightly to the most powerful woman in the palace had to be applauded, and Herezah
         forgave her the couched insult – for Herezah had never made any secret of her own ambition – and quietly admired Ana her spine.
         It reminded her painfully of her own determination, even though they seemed to want different things. If Herezah was honest,
         she had still not clarified what it was Ana would want if she could have it. Freedom probably – what every odalisque would
         take over all the riches and pampering.
      

      
      ‘I’m pleased, Ana, that you will stay faithful to the harem and not test us again, with any further escape attempts from the
         palace. Your dash for freedom from the harem after the Choosing Ceremony was gravely ill-advised, as you’ve now discovered in the harshest possible way. I put it down to a fearless nature combined with your immaturity. It must never
         happen again, though. Let that fearlessness manifest itself in positive ways in your duties as odalisque. You have led a blemish-free
         existence these past thirteen moons, as I understand it.’ Ana nodded, staring at the ground. ‘This is wise,’ she reiterated,
         wanting to get back on the track of her plan. ‘Which is why I am asking you to take charge of the picnic next full moon. The
         girls are still very frightened of me so they will find it far easier to follow your lead.’
      

      
      ‘I understand,’ Ana replied.

      
      ‘And, as a reward for your help, I am recommending that you be allowed to visit the Grand Bazaar.’

      
      Ana looked up sharply, her eyes wide with consternation. ‘Leave the palace?’ she asked, her tone filled with disbelief.

      
      Herezah smiled again, indulgently. ‘Fully veiled, and with Elim escorts, of course.’

      
      ‘Valide … I … I …’

      
      ‘It’s all right, Ana. I know what you’re trying to say. I think you forget that I, too, have been a prisoner of the harem
         as a young woman and wanted nothing but to escape its smothering ways. I still am a prisoner. I still yearn for freedom but
         I have learned to accept, as you will. But I don’t want you to suffer as I did. If I can allow you to enjoy some rare moments
         of independence – such as the boat picnic but, more importantly, such as this trip into the city – then I will allow it. I
         feel it will keep you less troubled, shall we say.’
      

      
      ‘I really don’t know what to say, or how to thank you,’ Ana stammered, truly shocked at the indulgent gift being given to
         her by someone she thought held only hate.
      

      
      
      ‘Thank me by being true. Keep your promise not to try anything silly and help me to give these girls a good time out on the
         water. Help me in the harem itself by being co-operative, less sullen, not so withdrawn. This is your life now. I want to
         try and make it easier to live but I can’t save you completely. You must accept, as I did, embrace your role as odalisque
         and do the very best you can. Ana, you’re so bright, I’d like to see you studying more. Is there anything you really enjoy?’
         Herezah already knew the answer to this.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Ana began, ‘I believe I’m good at language, Valide. Perhaps I can concentrate fully on that.’

      
      ‘And not embroidery?’

      
      Ana actually smiled and Herezah could see how any man would be instantly captivated at the way her eyes sparkled when she
         was happy. ‘I don’t care much for sewing,’ she admitted wryly.
      

      
      ‘And who could blame you,’ Herezah replied, arching her eyebrows, feeling the fragile bond forming between them. ‘All right,
         I think focusing on language is an excellent idea. We always have a need for translators. Any particular one?’
      

      
      ‘Galinsean,’ Ana gushed, then reined in her enthusiasm. ‘And of course, Merlinean.’

      
      Herezah really was amused now. ‘Galinsean! It’s an impossible tongue, child! And we don’t need Galinsean.’

      
      ‘Since losing the Spur I would suggest that we do, Valide. He was the only person who spoke Galinsean fluently as I understand
         it. And although I know he was Percheron’s army head – and I’m merely a slave – it may be handy to have someone, other than
         the Zar, who understands the language. I must admit to you that I’ve actually been teaching myself the language for the past year. But I’d like to devote more time to it; perhaps a tutor can
         help with my accent?’ This last suggestion about a tutor was a lie. Ana needed no help with her accent but she’d far prefer
         to just keep working in language than show she had time for anything as tedious as sewing or dancing.
      

      
      The Valide gave a sound of surprise at the girl’s claim. ‘Taught yourself?’

      
      Ana nodded, embarrassed.

      
      ‘How?’

      
      ‘The library, Valide.’ Ana failed to mention that Pez had guided her in this, found all the right books and secretly aided
         her learning, even introduced her to a shy slave – an old man who had suffered the misfortune of being captured by slavers
         twice in his life. He was originally from the north, where Lazar’s great friend, Jumo, hailed from. Jumo had disappeared since
         Lazar’s death but he had known the slave in the library and had suggested him to Pez as a mentor for Ana’s learning of the
         tough language from the west. After his second capture by the Galinseans, the slave was sold to the aristocracy because of
         the man’s skill in painting portraits. The librarian had learned both the language of the streets and the higher language
         of the wealthy. Finally taking his chance to flee from slavery, he had risked an escape with a caravan across the Great Waste
         Desert in an effort to reach his homeland but had been captured by Percherese slavers and sold to the palace where he now
         worked in the library assembling a contemporary history of Percheron in pictures. He had taught Ana well.
      

      
      ‘And how well do you speak Galinsean now, Ana?’ Herezah asked, unable to hide her shock.

      
      
      Again Ana chose not to admit that she was fluent. ‘You are right, it is a difficult language,’ came the diplomatic reply.

      
      Herezah had to admit that talking with Ana felt like she was conversing with a peer. The girl still looked too young to have
         anything much in her head, save expensive gowns and glittering jewels, but it was obvious that all the perfectly normal traits
         of being young and female and spoiled were completely lost on this one. Even her manner of speaking was so mature. ‘Not even
         Boaz can master Galinsean and he has been studying it most of his life.’
      

      
      ‘I would like to try, Valide, if you’ll permit it.’ 

      
      ‘I’ll permit it, Ana, but I see no use in it. I’ll recommend to Salmeo that you be given tutoring but I would like you to
         learn Akresh as well, which is far more useful for visiting dignitaries and the like.’
      

      
      ‘I’m happy to do so.’

      
      ‘Good. So, we’ll both help each other – that is agreed. You have only days to get the girls prepared for their boating picnic.
         I will recommend the trip into the city to pick out some fabrics and some jewels for you. It’s time we started dressing you
         to show off your lovely figure and to present you as a potential Favourite for the Zar.’
      

      
      At this Ana’s eyes clouded again but she maintained her eager expression. It was obvious to Herezah that all mentions of bedding
         the Zar were causing fear for Ana but, like most things, after the first time it all got easier. Ana would survive as every
         fearful odalisque down the centuries had. ‘I shall start helping to plan the picnic festivities now, Valide.’
      

      
      ‘Excellent. And I’ll inform Salmeo of our bargain.’

      
      
      Ana excused herself and in her hurry to depart missed the sly smile of the Valide, well pleased with how adroitly she had
         manipulated the young woman. Herezah reached for her bell to summon a runner. Salmeo must hear that their plan was now in
         play.
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