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  “Welcome to the Gates of Felicity…” The voice was strangely high-pitched, speaking in almost childlike singsong tones. “…where you will spend the remainder of your mortal days. Which shall be long and fruitful, if you but follow the rules.”




  The girl was kneeling on the marble floor, head lowered in submission. Now that the voice was silent, she dared to raise her head just the fraction an inch, hoping to catch a glimpse of the owner of that curious singsong voice.




  Immediately, a thin but pliable rod, like the branch of a willow, crashed down onto her head. “That includes not speaking unless spoken to and keeping your eyes to the floor.”




  Terrified, the girl bowed her head even lower.




  “As you are new here, your insolence shall go unpunished…” the voice said, “…just this once. But be warned, unless you learn the value of obedience, your days at the Gates of Felicity shall be short indeed. Short and painful.” The voice paused, as if to let the threat sink in. “Now you may rise.”




  The girl stumbled to her feet, her movements hampered by the floor-length veil she was forced to wear.




  “Look at me,” the voice ordered, “I wish to examine you.”




  Trembling, the girl raised her eyes and found herself face to face with an incredibly fat man. His skin was pallid, his cheeks flabby, his chin beardless and smooth like a baby’s backside. Was this to be her master then?




  “I am the Kislar Agha, head eunuch to the harems of the most glorious Sultan Abdul Selim. You will obey me, as you would the Sultan himself. What is your name, girl?”




  “N… Naira.”




  “Naira…” The Kislar Agha let a chubby finger run along his flabby lips. “That is an Armenian name, is it not?”




  Naira nodded.




  Without warning, the Kislar Agha reached out and yanked the long veil from her body. The sudden exposure to the cool air made Naira shiver, for beneath the veil she was clad only in the skimpy costume of an odalisque, a harem girl.




  She felt the Kislar Agha’s gaze on her body, felt his eyes lingering on her breasts, her hips, her legs. There was lust burning in those eyes, a lust that his body could never sate. The head eunuch reached out and let a pudgy hand run through Naira’s raven curls. “You are very beautiful, Naira. One thing you can say for those Armenian dogs. They do have beautiful daughters.” His flabby lips emitted a bout of raucous laughter.




  Armenian dogs. That was what the janissaries had said when they raided Bedrosian, a small market town in the shadow of the snow-covered Caucasus mountains. Naira had been sweeping the yard of her father’s house, when she saw the dust cloud in the distance. Soon, she could hear the clatter of hooves, the shouts of the janissaries and the screams of the farmers on the fields who were to become their first victims.




  Her father had ordered Naira and her sister Margarid to hide in the pantry. Then he had taken his rifle down from the hook above the fire place, the old English rifle with the silver fittings that dated back to the days of the Crimean war. He had fired at the invaders, as they stormed through the door, and even managed to wound one of the men in the arm. Then the janissaries had cut him down with their scimitars.




  Those townspeople who died in the initial attack were the lucky ones. For the survivors, including Naira and Margarid, had been driven onto the market square by the raiders. They had separated the townspeople into men on one side of the square and women and children on the other. The women and children had been guarded by a small squad of armed soldiers, while their comrades went about their bloody business.




  The men were tortured, with whips and knives and the nail-studded soles of janissary boots, in order to make them divulge the hiding place of their treasures. Bedrosian was a poor town, there were no treasures here. But the janissaries did not care. After all, the people of Bedrosian were Armenians and everybody knew that Armenians were wealthy and greedy and that they all had treasures hidden away somewhere. And so the janissaries did not stop until they had found every last jewellery chest, every last stash of money, every last pot of gold. Once they had taken everything they could, those men that had survived the torture were flogged until their backs were but raw flesh and then driven out into the barren mountain wastelands.




  Next, the janissaries turned their attention to the trembling and sobbing women. The old women, the ugly ones and all the children suffered the same fate as the men. They were cruelly whipped and driven out into the wastelands to die. The young and beautiful women, like Naira and Margarid, were lined up. Heavy chains were fastened around their waists and ankles for the long journey into captivity.




  The march was brutal. The chains bit into the women’s flesh, and the riders made no concessions to their captives’ lack of strength, they drove them mercilessly on. Those who were too weak to go on were left to die by the roadside. A merciful fate, compared to what awaited those who tried to escape their captors. For escape attempts were punished most severely. The escapee was dragged back to the janissary camp by her hair, where the men had their way with her. Should the unfortunate wrench survive their attentions, she was either hanged by the neck, where there were trees around, or strangled, where there were not.




  Eventually, the captured women were handed over to slave traders, who probed and pried and subjected the captives to a battery of humiliating physical tests before deciding upon their further fate. Naira was purchased by one slave trader, her younger sister Margarid was sold to another. The sisters were torn apart and dragged away by the traders’ guards, still crying and sobbing. Naira never learned what became of Margarid, whether she found a kind owner or cruel master.




  Another lengthy and wearying journey followed, though the slave girls were treated somewhat better now, as they were no longer worthless captives but valuable commodities which had to be kept in prime condition in order to command a good price. Eventually, the slave trader caravan reached the city of Irzarum where the girls were to be auctioned.




  Naira, who was beautiful and educated and a virgin, was to be sold at a private auction. Helplessly she watched, as her fellow prisoners, who would be sold on the public slave market, were dragged away to the auction block, as the bids were called out, the hammer that marked the sale fell again and again.




  Finally, it was also time for Naira herself to be sold to the highest bidder. In preparation for the auction, she was bathed, her body rubbed with scented oils. Then she was brought into the auction chamber, swathed head to toe in an opaque black veil, and led up to the block. The auctioneer called her a rare blossom from the Armenian wastelands and began extolling her virtues, telling the buyers that she was beautiful and accomplished and educated and healthy and that she would bear many strong sons to her master. Then, with a single fluid motion, the auctioneer ripped away the protective veil, exposing Naira’s naked body to the prying eyes of the buyers.
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