
  
    
      
    
  


Captured

Barbary Nights

(Book 1)

Lena White and Allyson White

This book is copyright © 2026 Lena White and Allyson White. All rights reserved

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

(Cover by Allyson White)

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Colette dreamed of escape. 

She longed for more than a fisherman’s wife, more than a quiet life in a forgotten French village. She wanted the world beyond the horizon. 

Then the horizon came for her. 

When Barbary corsairs raid Cassis, Colette is torn from everything she knows and dragged across the Mediterranean in chains. Sold into the glittering brutality of the Barbary Coast, she enters a world of objectification, subjugation, secrets—and men who take what they want. 

In Algiers, the White City, nothing belongs to her anymore. 



Not her future. 



Not her body. 



Not even her name. 

Surrounded by scheming merchants, jealous rivals, dangerous masters, and women who have learned how to survive by any means necessary, Colette must decide what she is willing to become to live. 

Because in a world ruled by power, innocence is worthless. 

And the more she fights to remain the girl she once was… the more she awakens into someone far more dangerous. 

Captured: Barbary Nights is a dark, addictive historical romance filled with enemies-to-lovers tension, forbidden desire, ruthless power games, and a heroine who refuses to be conquered. 

(This work contains dark elements, violence, and themes some may find disturbing.) 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Part I

The Raid
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CHAPTER ONE

Lavender and Salt

The lavender was past its prime. Colette could smell it from the doorway of the cottage; not the sharp, clean scent of midsummer, when the fields above the village turned the hillside violet and the air hummed with bees, but something softer, dusty, a little sad. The smell of September. The smell of endings.

She stood in the doorway with her hip braced against the frame and a heel of bread in one hand, watching the light change over the harbor. The fishing boats were coming in. She could see them rounding the headland, their patched sails catching the last of the afternoon sun, and beyond them the open Mediterranean, flat and silver as a coin. On a clear day, she could convince herself she saw the faint dark line of Corsica on the horizon, though her mother said it was only a cloud, and her mother was probably right.

Cassis was not the kind of place that looked toward the horizon. It was a village that looked at its own feet: at the nets drying on the quay, the salt crusting on the stone walls, the sardines and anchovies that were its livelihood and its limit. Thirty houses of pale stone huddled around a harbor barely wide enough for a dozen boats. Behind them, the limestone cliffs rose in great white slabs streaked with scrub pine and wild thyme, and above the cliffs the lavender fields, and above the lavender the sky. It was beautiful in the way that small, hard places are beautiful; not because anyone had designed it so, but because the stone and the sea and the light could not help themselves.

Colette ate the bread. It was yesterday’s, dense and faintly sour, and she chewed it slowly because there was not much else until the boats came in. Her mother, Madeleine, was inside the cottage doing something patient and necessary with a pile of mending, her needle catching the light from the single window. Her brother Étienne was down at the quay, waiting for the boats with the other boys; twelve years old and desperate to be taken on as crew, though he was small for his age and their mother would not hear of it.

The cottage was two rooms, stone-floored, with a hearth that smoked when the wind came from the east. It smelled of salt and woodsmoke and the dried herbs that Madeleine hung from the ceiling beams; rosemary, thyme, sage, the last of the lavender tied in bunches that shed their tiny flowers into Colette’s hair when she slept. There was a table, two stools, a straw-stuffed mattress that Colette shared with her mother, and a pallet by the hearth where Étienne slept. On the shelf above the table sat the only objects that did not serve a daily function: a wooden comb that had been her father’s, a chipped clay figure of the Virgin, and a manuscript; a single quire of twelve leaves, hand-copied, stitched with linen thread, that contained a portion of the Roman de la Rose.

The manuscript was the most valuable thing Colette owned, though it would have fetched almost nothing at market. Père Augustin had given it to her three years ago, when she was sixteen, pressing it into her hands as though it were something illicit. It was the end of a sheaf he had copied from a borrowed codex, the pages he had deemed too damaged to return to the original’s owner. He had taught her to read from it; haltingly at first, her finger tracing the brown ink while the old priest corrected her pronunciation with the weary patience of a man who had long since stopped expecting his efforts to matter.

But they had mattered. Or at least they had changed something in Colette that could not be changed back. She could read. In a village where even the men signed their names with marks, where the priest himself was the only person who owned a book, Colette Marchand could read. It was a useless skill, like knowing how to play the vielle or identify the moons of Jupiter. It earned her nothing. It bought no bread, mended no nets, caught no fish. What it did was worse than useless: it made her restless.

She had read the Roman de la Rose so many times that the words had worn smooth in her mind, the way the stone steps of the church were worn smooth by generations of feet. She no longer read it for the story. She read it for the feeling; the sense of a world larger than this one, layered and complex, full of gardens she would never walk in and conversations she would never have. She read it to remind herself that such a world existed, even if it existed only on the page, even if the page was crumbling.

The boats were closer now. She could make out the men on the nearest one, dark shapes against the flare of the water. One of them raised a hand, and she knew without seeing his face that it was Rénard.

~ ~ ~

Rénard Deschamps was twenty-three, broad across the shoulders, brown from the sun, and in possession of his own boat, which in Cassis made him as close to a man of property as a fisherman could be. His father had drowned when Rénard was fifteen, and he had taken over the boat and the nets and the daily pre-dawn departure with a grim competence that the older fishermen respected. He did not complain. He did not drink more than his share. He brought his catch in on time and kept his equipment in good repair. These were the qualities that mattered in a man here, and Rénard had them all.

He also wanted to marry Colette, and had made this known with the same steady, unhurried persistence with which he mended his nets; not demanding, not dramatic, but always there, always returning to the task.

Colette watched him haul his boat onto the shingle and tried to feel what she was supposed to feel. He was not ugly. His face was broad and pleasant, weathered beyond his years, with a nose that had been broken once and set slightly crooked. His hands were enormous, scarred with old hook-wounds, the nails split and blackened. When he smiled, which was not often, it transformed him; something warm and almost boyish broke through the surface, and she could see the person he might have been if his life had not required him to become so solid so soon.

She should want this. Her mother had said so, gently and repeatedly, with the careful diplomacy of a woman who knew that pushing Colette toward anything was the surest way to send her in the opposite direction. Rénard was a good man. He would be a steady husband. He would keep her fed, keep a roof over her and Madeleine and Étienne. The cottage leaked, the winter stores were thin, and Colette was nineteen; already older than most girls were when they married. The window was closing. Everyone could see it closing except, apparently, Colette.

The problem was not Rénard. The problem was the life that came with him. She could see it with a clarity that felt like cruelty: the days measured out in tides, the years measured out in children, the slow weathering of her face and hands until she looked like every other woman in the village: capable, worn, patient, resigned. She would mend nets. She would gut fish. She would hang lavender from the ceiling and sweep the stone floor and bear sons who would go to sea and daughters who would marry fishermen, and one day she would die in the same bed she had been born in, and the sum of her life would be a name on a parish register and a smooth place on a church step where her knees had pressed through decades of Sunday masses.

It was an ungrateful thought, and she knew it. Plenty of women would have been glad of Rénard. Plenty of women had less.

But the Roman de la Rose sat on the shelf, and the Mediterranean stretched to the horizon, and Colette could not stop the feeling that rose in her chest when she looked at either one; a tightness, an ache, something between hunger and grief that she had no name for except want.

~ ~ ~

He came to the cottage that evening, as he often did after the catch was sorted and sold. He brought fish—two fat sea bream, their scales still bright—and presented them to Madeleine with the awkward formality that overtook him whenever he was trying to be something other than a fisherman. Madeleine thanked him warmly and set them on the table with a significance that was not lost on Colette.

They ate outside, on the flat stone that served as a step, a bench, and a place for Madeleine to do her washing. The evening was mild. The harbor had gone dark except for the riding torches on the boats, small orange sparks that swayed with the swell. Étienne sat cross-legged in the dirt, eating with his fingers and talking about the day’s catch with the encyclopedic enthusiasm of a boy who had not yet learned to edit himself; who had caught what, and how much it weighed, and how Jean-Luc’s line had snapped and he’d lost a tuna that was, in Étienne’s telling, approximately the size of a horse.

Rénard listened to the boy with a patience that Colette recognized as practice. He would be a good father. She could see him teaching Étienne to sail, to read the weather, to tie the knots that kept a net from tangling, all the things her own father had not lived long enough to teach. Henri Marchand had drowned four years ago, pulled under by a current off the headland, and his body had not been recovered. Étienne barely remembered him. Colette remembered too much.

After the meal, Madeleine took Étienne inside with a transparent excuse about mending, and Colette found herself alone with Rénard on the stone step. The air smelled of brine and the remnants of the fire. A dog barked somewhere across the village, and another answered, and then the silence resettled, thick and soft.

“The lavender is finished for the year,” Rénard said.

It was not what he meant to say. Colette could hear the other words behind it, the ones he had been carrying all evening, heavy as ballast.

“Almost,” she said. “There are still a few plants holding on above the south field.”

He nodded. He was sitting close enough that she could feel the warmth of his arm near hers, could smell the salt and labor on his skin. It was not an unpleasant smell. It was the smell of every man she had ever known, the smell of this life, honest and finite.

“Colette.”

She closed her eyes. She knew what was coming because it had come before, three times now, each time a little more worn, a little more exposed, like a rock revealed by retreating tide.

“You know what I want to say.”

“I know.”

“Then let me say it.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him. In the near-dark, his face was all planes and shadows, the broken nose a darker line, his eyes steady and serious. He was not a man who begged. He would say it once, plainly, and then he would wait. He was good at waiting.

“Rénard…”

“Marry me.” He said it the way he said everything; without ornament, without performance, as though the words were simply a fact that needed to be stated, like the direction of the wind. “I have the boat. I’ll build us another room for your mother and the boy. It would be a good life, Colette. I would make it good for you.”

She believed him. That was the worst part; she believed every word. He was not lying, he was not exaggerating, and he was not promising more than he could deliver. He would build the room. He would care for her family. He would come home every night smelling of salt and fish and honest exhaustion, and he would be kind, and it would be enough. For anyone else, it would be enough.

His hand found hers in the dark. His fingers were rough and warm, and when they closed around her own, she felt something move in her body; not love, exactly, but its near neighbor, the comfort of being wanted by someone solid and real. She let him hold her hand. She let the warmth of it travel up her arm and settle in her chest, where it sat alongside the other feeling, the restless one, the hungry one, the one that had no name.

He leaned toward her. She could feel his breath on her temple, could feel the careful restraint in him; a big man holding himself in check, waiting for permission. His lips brushed her hair. His hand tightened on hers.

She turned her face toward him, and for a moment she was close enough to taste the salt on his mouth. His free hand came up and touched her jaw, rough fingertips against the soft skin beneath her ear, and the touch sent a current through her that was unmistakably physical; a loosening, a warmth, a pull low in her belly that her body recognized even if her mind resisted.

She could do this. She could close the distance and let him kiss her, let the kiss become a promise, and let the promise become a life. It would be so easy. It would be the easiest thing she had ever done.

But she pulled back.

Rénard’s hand dropped from her face. He did not flinch. He sat very still for a moment, absorbing the refusal the way he absorbed bad weather, with a tightening of the jaw and a steadying of the breath.

“Not yet,” she said, because she could not say never, because never would be cruel, and she was not sure it was true.

“When?”

She had no answer for him, so she said nothing, and after a while, he stood and brushed the dust from his trousers and walked back toward the harbor without looking at her again. She watched him go—the broad back, the steady gait—and she pressed her hand to her own jaw where his fingers had been, and she felt the ghost of the warmth, and she hated herself a little for wanting more than this, for wanting more than a good man and a stone house and a life that made sense.

~ ~ ~

She went to see Père Augustin the next morning.

The church of Saint-Michel sat at the top of the village, where the last houses gave way to the scrub and the cliffs. It was a plain building; thick walls of the same pale stone as everything else, a single bell in a squat tower, a wooden door so swollen with damp that it had to be shouldered open. Inside, it was cool and dim, smelling of candle wax. The floor was uneven flagstone. The altar was a slab of limestone draped in linen that Madeleine washed and pressed once a month. Above it hung a wooden crucifix, roughly carved, the Christ figure worn faceless by generations of fingers touching it for luck.

Père Augustin was in the vestry, surrounded by the modest chaos of a man who lived more in his mind than in the physical world. He was sixty or near it; thin, stooped, with a fringe of white hair around a spotted scalp and eyes that watered perpetually, giving him the appearance of constant mild grief. His hands shook when he poured wine, which he did frequently and without apology. He had been educated at the university in Aix, a lifetime ago, and something about that education had broken him for parish life, or parish life had broken him for his education. Colette had never determined which.

He was reading when she arrived. He was always reading. The vestry table was covered in manuscripts and loose pages, some his own copies, some borrowed through a tenuous network of monastic contacts that stretched, improbably, from this salt-bitten village to the scriptoria of Provence and Languedoc. He had taught Colette to read because he was lonely and she was willing, and because he believed, with the stubborn faith of a man whom the world had largely ignored, that literacy was a form of grace.

“Rénard asked me again,” she said, sitting on the bench opposite him without waiting to be invited.

Père Augustin looked up from his page. His watery eyes took a moment to focus. “And?”

“And I said not yet.”

“Which means no.”

Colette pulled at a thread on her sleeve. The linen was wearing thin at the cuffs. “It means not yet.”

The priest regarded her for a long moment, then set his manuscript aside with the care of a man handling something more fragile than it appeared. “Colette. You are a girl who can read, in a village where no one reads. You have a mind that was made for…” He stopped, reconsidered, and began again. “You have a mind. And you live in a place where minds are not required. This is a difficulty I understand better than you might think.”

“So what do I do?”

“You marry Rénard.” He raised a hand to forestall her protest. “Or you don’t marry Rénard. It makes very little difference in the end. The question is not whether you marry. The question is whether you can learn to live in the life you have been given without poisoning yourself with the thought of lives you cannot have.”

It was not what she wanted to hear, and he knew it. He looked at her with something that might have been pity or might have been recognition, the look of a man seeing his own affliction in someone else.

“There is another matter,” he said, and his tone changed. The philosophical weariness dropped away, replaced by something sharper. He leaned forward. “I had a letter from the brothers at Lérins. The abbey on the island.”

Colette knew the Îles de Lérins; everyone along the coast did. The monastery of Saint-Honorat sat on the smaller island, half a day’s sail to the east.

“They have had reports,” Père Augustin said carefully, “from fishermen and traders. Ships have been seen. Not merchant vessels. Galleys, moving fast, hugging the coast.” He paused. “Corsairs.”

The word sat in the vestry like a stone dropped into still water. Colette had heard it before; heard the stories that came in with the trading boats from Marseille and Toulon. Raiders from the Barbary Coast. Muslim pirates who struck the shores of Christendom, burned villages, took captives. They were stories from elsewhere, from Spain and Italy and the southern islands, from places that were not Cassis. She had filed them in the same part of her mind where she kept storms at sea and plagues in distant cities; things that happened to other people.

“How close?” she asked.

“The brothers did not say, precisely. But close enough that they have begun locking the abbey gate at night, which they have not done in living memory.” He picked up his manuscript again, then set it down, as though he could not decide whether the conversation was over. “The Spanish drove the Moors from Granada seven years ago. They drove them into Africa, and now Africa is…” He searched for the word. “Angry. There are men on that coast who lost their homes, their families, their world. And they are building ships.”

Colette thought of the Mediterranean stretched out below the village, silver and flat. She had looked at it that morning and seen beauty. Now she saw distance; all the miles of open water between this shore and the one she could not see.

“What should we do?”

Père Augustin shrugged; a gesture that contained, she thought, the whole of his philosophy. “Watch the sea. Say our prayers. Hope that God is paying attention, though the evidence on that point is…” He caught himself and offered a thin smile. “Inconclusive.”

~ ~ ~

She walked home along the cliff path, the long way, because she needed to move and because the path gave her the view she wanted. The whole sweep of the coast from the calanques to the east to the dark hump of Cap Canaille to the west. The sea was turning bronze in the late light. A merchant galley was beating westward toward Marseille, its oars rising and falling in a rhythm that looked, from this distance, almost peaceful.

She tried to imagine the other ships. The fast galleys Père Augustin had described, crewed by men who had lost everything and crossed the sea to take it back from someone else. She tried to imagine what it would look like to see red sails on the horizon—the stories always mentioned red sails—and could not. The threat was too abstract, too far from the small, salt-smelling reality of her days. The sea was the sea. It gave them fish and weather and the occasional drowned man, and it did not, in her experience, produce enemies.

But the priest’s voice had been different when he spoke of it. Not frightened, exactly—Père Augustin was too tired for fear—but alert. Awake. As though a man who had been drowsing in a chair had suddenly heard a sound from outside the window.

The lavender fields were to her left, above the path. She stopped and broke off a stalk; one of the last, its flowers faded to a pale gray-purple, more husk than bloom. She crushed it between her fingers and held it to her nose. The scent was still there, faint and sweet beneath the dust, like a memory of the summer that had made it.

Below her, the village was settling into the evening. Smoke rose from the cottages. She could hear Étienne’s voice carrying up from the harbor, high and clear, arguing with someone about the size of Jean-Luc’s lost tuna. The riding torches were coming on, one by one, on the boats. Her mother would be inside, waiting, the mended clothes folded on the table, the hearth swept, everything in its place.

Colette stood on the cliff path with the crushed lavender between her fingers and the sea turning dark below her, and thought: I cannot stay here. The thought arrived without drama, without revelation, as plain and solid as the stone under her feet. She had known it for a long time. She had simply never allowed herself to say it, even silently, even to herself. But Père Augustin was right; she could not keep drinking the poison of wanting without either swallowing it or spitting it out.

What she could not have known—what no one on that cliff or in that village or on that coast could have known—was that the choice was about to be taken from her. That the ships were already moving. That the sea, which she had looked at all her life and seen only distance and light, was carrying toward her a future so far from this one that the girl who stood on the cliff path with lavender in her fingers would become, in a matter of weeks, unrecognizable even to herself.

But that was later. Tonight there was the path, and the fading scent, and the torches coming on below, and the sound of her brother’s voice rising from the harbor like a gull’s cry.

She walked home.


CHAPTER TWO

Predator and Prey

The salt spray danced in the air around Colette, as if embraced by nereids. The morning had begun with a deceptive, silver-gray calm of September dawn, clinging to the last dreams of starlight.

Colette was already down by the tidal pools, her skirts tucked into her belt, helping Étienne check on his little crab traps. He was so proud of those. He picked and prepared all the branches, then wove all the baskets himself. He had surprised her with all his little traps. He was out well into the night setting them, and could not wait to check on them this morning.

"Look, Coco! Another one!" Étienne shouted, holding up a dripping wicker basket.

"That’s wonderful, put it with the others," Colette murmured, though her smile was wide. She reached for another trap, but her hand froze.

On the horizon, boats were coming towards the shore. Something must be wrong; the fishing boats should be heading out with the dawn, not in.

She watched them, hoping to see if a storm had chased them home. But as they got closer, the feeling of wrongness only grew in her breast; there were too many shapes in the boats.

The wind then came around the headland, the morning mist rolled back enough for her to see further, beyond those boats were the sharp, triangular prows of six large galleys. They were low, sleek, and terrifying. She strained to see the sails… were they red?

Her eyes landed back on the ever-near boats, their oars hitting the water in a rhythmic, predatory pulse. She scanned each boat, praying. There, that is Rénard’s boat. A cold dread began to fill her body, making the Mediterranean waters seem scalding. Strange men were on Rénard’s boat.

"Étienne, run," Colette said, her voice dropping to a sharp whisper.

"But the crab…"

"Run!"

She grabbed his arm, the traps dropped, forgotten as they scrambled up the jagged path toward the village, but then the wind shifted, bringing with it the sound she dreaded: the wet, rhythmic thud of wood hitting shale, followed by the shrill blast of a horn.

She looked back as she ran, raven hair wild about her, in time to see the boats disgorge men like a disturbed hornet’s nest. Armed with curved, thick swords, like slivers of the moon. Running up the shore, following the path to the village. To Cassis.

"We have to get to the church, ring the bell," she hissed through labored breath, grabbing his tunic and hauling him along the path. "The sea. The sea has come for us, Étienne. Père Augustin warned me. We have to warn everyone."

“Coco, we have to get Mother,” Étienne said, almost as a whimper.

“If we get to the bell, we’ll be warning Mother too,” Colette explained.

The run up their little path to Cassis felt like they were on a journey running out of Hades’ own realm. Were they going to find salvation, or were they already damned? Colette didn’t know, but as she ran, she felt the icy breath of the shades on her neck.

~ ~ ~

By the time Colette and Étienne reached the village square, the screaming had begun. The invaders had already reached the cottages on the edge of the village. They didn't want the meager gold in the church or the grain in the silos. They wanted its very people.

Colette pulled Étienne into the shadows of the village hall, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She looked up to the church and its bell. She looked in the direction of their cottage, of home, of mother. Then she listened to the screams.

"It is too late to warn anyone. We have to get to the woods, we have to hide away from Cassis," she whispered to Étienne, who was shaking so hard his teeth clicked. The screams were now all around them.

“What about Mother?” Étienne asked through his fear.

Colette desperately wanted to go home, to go to their mother, but she had to get Étienne somewhere safe first.

“Mother will meet us there. Come, we have to go.”

When she peaked, she saw Pierre, the village cooper, struck down simply for being too slow. Her stomach turned. "Don't look at them. Look at me," she told Étienne as they prepared to run.

They bolted for the tree line, but a shadow fell across the dirt. A man, tall with skin the color of polished mahogany and eyes that held the coldness of the deep sea, his head wrapped in a turban of faded saffron, stepped into their path. He held a weighted net in one hand and a short, curved blade in the other.

He didn't snarl or shout. He looked at them with a terrifying, detached appraisal, the way a shepherd looks at a pair of stray lambs.

"Run," Colette whispered.

But Étienne was paralyzed. The boy who could climb the highest cliffs and dive into the churning surf was rooted to the spot by the sheer, alien presence of the man. The pirate moved with a grace that was almost beautiful, a fluid shift of weight. He didn't use the blade. He swung the net, and with a flick of his wrist, it expanded.

It fell across Étienne, the weights dragging him down to his knees.

"No!" Colette lunged, her fingers clawing for the pirate’s eyes, her mind a white-hot roar of instinct. She was a girl of Cassis; she was not soft. She bit, she kicked, she tore at his flesh.

The man laughed—a low, melodic sound—and caught both of her wrists in a single hand. His grip was like a smith’s vice. His other hand flashed up and caught Colette on the cheek, ending her struggle. He then dragged them toward the village square.

The village square, normally a place for celebration, had been transformed into a pen for human misery.

All around them, the air was filled with a cacophony of weeping, the rhythmic thud of doors being kicked in, and the occasional, guttural scream. The morning sun was finally breaking through the haze, casting a cruel, golden witness over the carnage.

Her pirate tossed Colette to the ground of the square. Her thin cuffs finally gave way as they dragged on the course earth.

She looked up, searching, finding many familiar faces but not the ones she needed. Her mother, Père Augustin, Rénard.

She did see Étienne, still in the net, still paralyzed with fear.

"Étienne!" she cried, scrambling to rise, but she felt a heavy boot press into her shoulder, pinning her to the earth.

"Étienne!" she shrieked.

She saw her brother being hauled out of the net by his collar, his legs kicking uselessly in the air. A second pirate bound the boy’s wrists with strips of raw leather.

"Let him go! He's just a child!" she begged.

The pirate pressing his boot on her leaned down, binding her wrists behind her back, the cord pulled tight until the rope bit into Colette's skin. He spoke a few words in a melodic, harsh tongue to his comrade, then ran his hand through her hair. He didn't seem angry; he looked like a merchant inspecting a fine piece of silk.

The leader of the raiders stepped up and said something in that melodic, harsh tongue. He was dressed in a kaftan of deep crimson, with a beard as black as a raven’s wing. He didn't look like a monster. He looked like a merchant. He walked among the captives, lifting a chin here, inspecting teeth there, his fingers lingering on the muscles of a young man’s shoulders or the length of a girl’s hair.

"Please," a woman shrieked from the periphery. It was Marie Gervaise, reaching for her daughter. "She is only fourteen! Take me instead!"

A pirate stepped forward and, with a casual flick of his wrist, silenced her. He did not kill her; he simply knocked her aside, much like Colette had been. The cruelty was in the indifference. They didn't hate the villagers; they simply didn't see them as human.

The villagers were sorted: the young, the strong, the beautiful. Bound together by the neck and marched back to the beach in a ragged, weeping line, a coffle. Colette was last in line, linked to the woman in front of her, the baker’s wife, whose apron was still dusted with flour. Étienne was several places ahead, weeping quietly. In the end, Marie joined her daughter on the line.

Colette felt a coldness settle over her, a numbness that reached deep to her very soul.  She still had not seen her mother, or Père Augustin, or Rénard. Would she ever know what happened to them? She looked at the horizon, where the great corsair galleys sat like black swans on the water, their lateen sails furled, and she realized she still did not know if those sails were red.

The sun was high now, mocking them with its brightness. Cassis was beginning to smoke. The pirates had set fire to the cottages, an extra cruelty to those who remained behind.

As they reached the surf, the reality of their fate settled over them like a shroud. The boats sat ready to ferry the captives to the waiting galleys, the wolves of the Mediterranean.

The predators barked orders, using the flats of their blades to prod prey into the boats. Four into each longboat, surrounded by pirates. Colette counted, and a third of their village was here, being loaded as cargo, as plunder. When her turn came, she was shoved into a boat. She fought to keep her balance, her eyes locked on Étienne. When they finally threw the boy into the boat beside her, she collapsed toward him, pressing her forehead against his, almost weeping with relief.

"I'm here," she whispered, her voice cracking. "I won't leave you."

"Are we going to die, Coco?" Étienne’s eyes were huge, reflecting the blue of the sea that was now their prison.

"No," Colette said, "We are going to survive. We are going to..."

The nearest pirate shouted at them, his palm connecting with Colette’s already bruising cheek, and this time her mouth filled with a warm, copper taste.

When their longboat reached one of the galleys, it was bound fore and aft and the captives were hauled up the sides. Colette watched as other boats did the same to other galleys.

Colette was brought up last; she saw the Reis, the captain, as he stood on the deck, his silk kaftan billowing. He looked down at his cargo of thirteen men, women, and children from the four boats that had moored to his ship.

The thirteen were sorted again. The men were sent straight to the oars to replace the slaves that were inevitably lost on the trip out. The women and children were sent below decks.

Colette looked back at the shore one last time. The smoke from her home was a thin black ribbon against the autumn sky. Cassis was burning and blowing into nothing. Her life, her family, and her freedom were all going up in smoke with it. The "lives she could not have" had come for her, but not in the way she had dreamed. The gate had opened, but it led to the hold of a ship, not the halls of a palace.

In the hold, the chain was brought out. It was a long, heavy thing of rusted iron. One by one, the women and children were shackled at the ankle. When the cold metal snapped shut around Colette’s leg, she didn't cry out. She looked at Étienne, who was being chained opposite her.

"Look at me, Étienne," she hissed, hoping to take the command of her mother’s voice.

The boy raised his tear-streaked face.

"Colette, I'm scared," he whispered.

"I know," she said, and hid the enormity of what was happening to them from her face. She had to protect him; he was all she had left. "I’m scared too, but we are together and we are going to watch over each other."

The drum began. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Their galley turned south, away from France, toward the burning horizon of an unknown future. Colette reached out to Étienne in the dark, cramped hold, the smell of bilge water and fear rising around them. She didn't know where they were going or what the future held, but as the ship hit the first swell of the open sea, she made a silent vow to the saints above that she would keep her brother alive, no matter what gods the men on deck prayed to.


CHAPTER THREE

The Rais and the Slaves

Time lost its shape in the hold.

There was no light to mark the hours, only the ceaseless rhythm of the drum above and the groan of the oars and the slow, rocking darkness that pressed against Colette’s eyes until she could not tell whether they were open or shut. The air was thick with the smell of unwashed bodies, bilge water, and the sharp ammonia of the bucket they had been given for a latrine. It sat in the corner, unsecured, and when the ship rolled, it sloshed, and the smell redoubled, and someone would retch, and the retching would spread.

Étienne had stopped crying. That was worse than the crying. He sat across from her in the dark, his ankle chained like hers, his knees drawn to his chest, and he breathed in a shallow, careful rhythm that Colette recognized as the breathing of an animal trying not to be noticed. She reached for him when the chain allowed it, her fingers finding his shin, his ankle, the cold iron above his bare foot. She could not always reach his hand. But she could touch him, and she did, again and again, a wordless message repeated into the dark: I am here. I am here. I am here.

There were seven of them in the hold, all but one from the village. Colette and Étienne. Marie Gervaise and her daughter Lisette, who was fourteen and had not spoken since the beach. The baker’s wife, whose name was Berthe, and who prayed ceaselessly in a whisper so low it sounded like the hiss of the sea through the hull. And a woman Colette did not recognize, older, with a bruise darkening the left side of her face, who said she was from a farmstead above the village and that her name was Marguerite and that her husband was dead.

Marguerite said this last fact with a flatness that Colette understood. It was not that she did not grieve. It was that grief required a kind of safety, a stillness, a place to set the feeling down and look at it. There was no such place here. Here, there was only the chain and the dark and the drum, and the body’s animal insistence on continuing to breathe.

They were fed twice. A hatch opened above them, and a clay bowl was lowered on a rope, containing a paste of mashed grain and oil that tasted of nothing and sat in the stomach like wet sand. A skin of water followed, warm and leather-tasting. They passed both among themselves without argument. Hunger had a way of simplifying things.

On what she believed was the second day, two sailors came down and unchained them from the hold. The light from the open hatch was blinding. Colette’s eyes watered and burned, and she climbed the ladder half-blind, her wrists still bound, her legs shaking from disuse. The salt air hit her face like a slap, and for one terrible, involuntary moment, she was grateful for it. Her body wanted to live. Her body did not care about the circumstances.

~ ~ ~

The deck was a world she had not been prepared for.

The galley was longer than any vessel Colette had seen in the harbor at Cassis. Forty oars at least, twenty to a side, each pulled by two men chained to their bench. Some of the oarsmen were dark-skinned, some were not. She saw a man with hair the color of wheat and the sunburned face of a northerner, his back striped with old scars. She saw a boy not much older than Étienne, his wrists raw where the manacles had rubbed the skin away. The oarsmen did not look up as the captives were brought on deck. They pulled. The drum kept its beat. The ship moved.

The crew was something else entirely. They moved freely about the deck, armed and purposeful, and they were not, as Colette had imagined, a single kind of man. She saw faces of every shade, from the deep brown of the man who had netted Étienne to skin as pale as her own. She heard Arabic, or what she assumed was Arabic, but also something that might have been Spanish, and once, unmistakably, a curse in rough Provençal. That last voice belonged to a wiry, red-haired man with a gold ring in his ear who glanced at the captives without interest and went back to coiling rope.

A European. A Christian, or a man who had been one. Working alongside the men who had burned her village. Colette filed this away in the part of her mind that was still functioning, the part that watched and counted and tried to make sense of the world she had fallen into. She would need that part. She could already feel that it would be the thing that kept her alive.

The captives were lined up along the rail amidships. The sun was high and merciless, and after two days in the hold, Colette’s skin felt peeled, exposed, as though the light were touching something that should have been covered. She squinted through the glare and saw the sea, blue and endless in every direction. No land. No coast. Only water stretching to every horizon, and the five other galleys of the raiding fleet spread out across the water in a loose formation, their sails the color of dried blood.

So they were red after all.

Étienne stood beside her. She had maneuvered herself next to him during the climb from the hold, inserting her body between his and the nearest sailor with a determination that left no room for negotiation. The boy was gray beneath his sunburn. His lips were cracked. He had not spoken in hours, but his hand found hers and gripped it with a ferocity that hurt.

A man was coming toward them along the deck.

Colette knew he was the captain before anyone told her, because the other men moved out of his path without being asked, the way water parts around a stone. It was not fear, exactly. It was recognition. He occupied a different order of space than the men around him, and they adjusted to it instinctively.

He was not tall. That was the first thing she noticed, because the stories she had heard about corsair captains had led her to expect something monstrous, something large. He was of middle height, lean, with the compact, efficient build of a man whose body had been shaped by use rather than excess. His skin was olive, weathered dark by decades of sun and salt, and his beard was trimmed close and going gray at the jaw. He wore a linen shirt, loose trousers, and boots of soft leather, all of it clean but unadorned. No silk kaftan. No jeweled dagger. The only mark of rank was a curved sword at his hip, its scabbard worn smooth, and the way the crew’s eyes followed him as he walked.

His face was the face of a man who had made difficult decisions for a long time and had stopped apologizing for them. Deep lines bracketed his mouth. His eyes were dark, quick, and unreadable, the eyes of someone who assessed everything and revealed nothing. There was intelligence in them, and calculation, and something else that Colette could not immediately name. It was not cruelty, though she did not doubt he was capable of it. It was closer to exhaustion. The look of a man who was very tired of the world but not yet finished with it.

He stopped in front of the line of captives and regarded them the way Père Augustin had once regarded a shelf of damaged manuscripts: with a weary expertise, sorting what was salvageable from what was not.

He spoke. The language must be Arabic, she thought, though the sounds were different from the Arabic she had heard the sailors use among themselves; softer, more musical, shaped by some other tongue beneath it. A younger man at his shoulder translated into rough French, dropping half the words.

“The Rais says you are now property of this ship. He says you will not be harmed if you do not resist. He says the women and children will be sold at market. He says the men at the oars will remain at the oars.”

The translator delivered this information with the bored efficiency of a man who had said it many times before. He was young, perhaps twenty, with a narrow, ugly face and a scar that ran from his left temple to his jaw, pulling the corner of his eye into a permanent squint.

Berthe began to pray louder. Marie Gervaise pulled Lisette against her chest. Marguerite stared straight ahead with the hollow composure of someone who had already absorbed the worst and found it survivable.

Étienne’s hand tightened on Colette’s until she felt the bones shift.

The Rais, the captain, was moving along the line now. He stopped in front of each captive, briefly, the way a man walks through a market stall. He tilted Marie’s chin up with one finger and studied her face, then released it and moved on. He paused at Marguerite, noted the bruise, said something to the translator, who shrugged. He looked at Berthe and waited until her praying faltered under his gaze, then moved past her without comment.

He stopped at Étienne.

The boy was trembling. Colette could feel it through their joined hands, a fine vibration like a plucked string. The captain looked at Étienne for a long moment, then reached out and squeezed the boy’s upper arm, testing the muscle there, or rather the absence of it. He said something in Arabic. The translator glanced at Étienne and said, “Too small for the oars.”

The captain’s eyes moved to Colette.

She met them. She did not know where the steadiness came from. Her legs were shaking. Her heart was slamming against her ribs so hard she was certain he could see the fabric of her shift moving. But something in her, the same stubborn mechanism that had refused Rénard on the stone step, that had pulled Étienne up the cliff path, that had bitten and clawed at the man with the net, refused to look away.

He studied her. There was no lechery in the look, which surprised her. He was reading her the way she read a page, scanning for meaning, for value, for use. His eyes moved from her face to her hands, which were still bound, to the place where her fingers interlocked with Étienne’s, and something in his expression shifted. A fractional tightening around the eyes. The ghost of recognition.

He said something to the translator, who looked at Colette with renewed interest.

“The Rais asks if the boy is your son.”

“My brother.”

The translator relayed this. The captain’s gaze returned to Colette, and this time it lingered. He spoke again, more slowly, and Colette realized with a small shock that he was no longer speaking Arabic. He was speaking French. Badly, with a thick accent that swallowed the vowels and hardened the consonants, but French.

“You are the one who fought,” he said. It was not a question. “In the village. You bit Yusuf.”

She said nothing.

The corner of his mouth moved. It was not quite a smile. “He is still angry about this. He says you fight like a cat. He does not like cats.”

Colette’s throat was dry. The sun was pressing down on her like a hand. She could feel Étienne trembling against her side and the eyes of the other captives on her and the vastness of the empty sea behind the captain’s shoulder, and she understood, with a clarity that felt like cold water, that this was the moment. This man held their lives in his hands. Whatever she said in the next few seconds would determine what happened to her and to Étienne, and she would not get a second chance.

She licked her cracked lips. “I will cooperate,” she said. Her voice sounded strange to her; flat, stripped of everything but the words themselves. “I will not fight. I will not resist. I will do what I am told. But my brother stays with me. He is not separated from me. He is not harmed.”

The translator began to render this into Arabic, but the captain raised a hand to silence him. He had understood. He looked at Colette for a long time, his dark eyes unblinking in the hard light, and she had the sensation of being weighed on a scale she could not see.

“You make demands,” he said in his rough French. “You are in chains, but you make demands.”

“I am telling you what I will give you, and what I require in return. That is not a demand. It is a bargain.”

The word landed between them. She saw it register: the slight lift of his chin, the recalculation behind his eyes. Men who dealt in human cargo understood the value of a bargain. She was speaking a language he recognized, even if she was speaking it from the wrong side of the transaction.

“You think you have something to bargain with?”

“I think a captive who cooperates is worth more than one who has to be broken.”

He regarded her. The silence stretched until Colette could hear the creak of the rigging and the splash of the oars and the faint, rhythmic thud of the drum below decks. Then the captain did something unexpected. He laughed. It was a short sound, dry and surprised, as though it had been startled out of him against his will.

“What is your name?”

“Colette.”

"Colette." He repeated it with a pronunciation that made the final syllable harder, more percussive. "I am Karim. Rais Karim." He paused, and when he spoke again, the amusement had faded, replaced by something older and heavier. "You think I am a monster. You think I came to your village and took your life for no reason."

He turned and looked out at the sea, and when he turned back, his face had settled into an expression that Colette would come to know well in the weeks ahead: a kind of fierce, controlled stillness, like a fire that has been banked but not extinguished.

"Your people took everything from me first."

He said it without self-pity, without performance. He said it the way you state the direction of the wind or the depth of the water. Fact. He reached up and touched the side of his own jaw, a gesture so brief and unconscious that Colette almost missed it. A scar ran along his jawline, pale against the weathered skin, and his fingers brushed it the way one touches an old wound that still aches in certain weather.

“I was seven years old,” he said. “In Gharnatah. You call it Granada. My father was a tanner. My mother sold oranges in the Alcaiceria. The Christians came with their crosses and their soldiers, and they told us we could convert or leave. My father would not convert. So we left. But they burned our house as we walked away, so we would know there was nothing to come back to.”

He spoke the French words carefully, as though each one cost him something. His accent thickened on the Arabic names, and Colette heard the other language beneath the French; the language of the life that had been taken from him.

“I remember the smell,” he said. “Leather. My father’s leather. Burning.”

He looked at Colette, and for a moment she saw past the captain, past the Rais, past the man who had ordered the raid on her village, and saw the boy. Seven years old. Walking away from a burning house. Carrying the smell of it in his clothes, in his hair, in the back of his throat, for the rest of his life.

It did not make her forgive him. But it made her realize that forgiveness was not what he was asking for.

“I make no promises about your brother,” Karim said, and the captain was back, the boy gone, shuttered behind the dark eyes and the scarred jaw. “At the market, the buyers decide. I am not a buyer. I am a seller.”

“Then keep him off the block. Sell us together.”

“You continue to bargain.”

“You have not told me to stop.”

That ghost of a smile again, there and gone. He turned to the translator and spoke rapidly in Arabic. The young man nodded and gestured for the captives to be taken below. But as Colette moved to follow, the captain’s hand closed around her arm. Not roughly. The grip was firm but calibrated, a man accustomed to handling things he did not want to break.

“You read,” he said.

It was so unexpected that Colette nearly stumbled. “What?”

“Your hands.” He turned her bound wrists over, examining her fingers. “No rope calluses. No fish-scale cuts. But ink, here.” He touched the side of her right middle finger, where years of holding Père Augustin’s quill had left a permanent ridge of darkened skin. “Fishermen’s daughters do not have ink on their fingers.”

Colette stared at him. The observation was so precise, so casually delivered, that it rearranged everything she had assumed about the man standing in front of her. He was not merely a raider. He was a reader of people. He noticed what others missed. He carried his own education, wherever it had come from, the way she carried hers: quietly, and to his advantage.

“Yes,” she said. “I read.”

He released her arm. “Then you are worth more than you know.”

He turned and walked back along the deck without looking at her again. Colette watched him go, her arm still warm where his hand had been, and she thought: He is not a monster. He is something more dangerous than that. He is a man who has decided that the world owes him a debt, and he is collecting it, and he does not much care who pays.

The translator took her arm, less gently, and steered her toward the hatch. Before she descended, she looked back one more time. The Rais stood at the stern, one hand on the rail, his face turned toward the horizon. The wind caught his shirt and pressed it flat against his chest, and for a moment he looked like nothing so much as a figurehead; carved, weathered, facing into the distance with the fixed stare of a man who has been looking at the same horizon for a very long time and has not yet found what he is searching for.

Then the hatch closed, and the dark swallowed her, and the drum began again.

~ ~ ~

In the hold, Étienne said nothing of what had passed between her and the captain. She hoped he didn’t understand what she had spoken about to the man in charge when she asked that they would not be separated. She did not know what she could say to her brother if he asked. Karim had made no promises.

Étienne accepted it with the desperate faith of a child who needs to believe in something. He pressed his face against her shoulder and breathed, and after a while his breathing steadied, and after a while longer he slept.

Colette did not sleep. She sat in the dark with her brother’s head on her shoulder and the chain cold against her ankle and the drum beating above them like a second heart, and she turned the conversation over in her mind, examining it the way she examined a page; word by word, line by line, looking for the meaning beneath the meaning.

You are worth more than you know.

What had he meant? A literate captive fetched a higher price. She knew this even without knowing the specifics of the trade she was now part of. Literacy was rare in any language. A woman who could read and write French would have uses that an illiterate one would not. She was not merely a body, not merely a face. She was a skill, a tool, and tools were handled with more care than raw materials.

It was a terrible thought, and it was the first useful one she had had since the beach.

She pressed her cheek against the top of Étienne’s head and smelled his hair; still, beneath the filth, the faint ghost of Cassis. Salt and sun and the particular warmth of a boy who had spent his mornings in tidal pools. She held the smell the way she had held the crushed lavender on the cliff path, knowing it was fading, knowing it would not last, knowing she was memorizing the last traces of a life already gone.

The ship sailed on. South, she thought. The sun, when they had been on deck, had been overhead and slightly to the right, which meant they were heading south and west. Toward Africa. Toward the coast that Père Augustin had warned her about, the coast that had seemed so abstract and distant only days ago, the coast that was now pulling her toward it with the inexorable patience of a current.

She thought about Karim’s hands. They had been clean. His nails were trimmed. There had been calluses on his palms, the kind that came from handling rope and sword, but his fingers had been careful when they touched her wrist, precise when they found the ink stain. He was a man who noticed things. A man who read. She did not know yet what to do with this information, but she stored it alongside everything else she was learning: the hierarchy of the ship, the sound of the translator’s footsteps on the deck above, the schedule of feeding, the faces of the other captives, the direction of the wind.

She was building a map of her captivity. She did not yet know what the map was for. But the part of her mind that watched and counted and cataloged, the part that Père Augustin had trained without knowing he was training it, was awake. It would not sleep again for a long time.

Above her, the drum beat on. The oars pulled. The ship cut through the flat September sea, carrying its cargo of grief and leather-scented memory and a girl who could read, toward a shore she had never seen, toward a life she could not yet imagine.


CHAPTER FOUR

Indignity and Surrender

Colette imagined purgatory must be exactly like sitting, shackled in the galley’s hold. The endless waiting, imprisoned and utterly dependent on someone else for their salvation.

Time seemed not to exist at all there, so Colette was surprised when the hatch opened again and bright light streamed in. She imagined the outside already shrouded in darkness, like her prison.

A sailor came down the ladder, looking around the hold, searching the faces of the different women, and obviously ignoring the children. When his eyes landed on Colette, he approached and unchained her, leading her to the ladder.

The transition from the hold's darkness to the blinding glare of the Mediterranean morning was a physical blow. When the translator, a scarred and ugly young man, hauled Colette upward by her arm, pulling her up the ladder, the sun felt like a brand against her eyelids.

The galley deck was a frantic, disciplined chaos. Men moved with the practiced ease of those who lived in the sea, their bare feet silent on the sun-bleached planks. She squinted down at her own feet; they were bare too. She couldn’t remember when she’d lost her shoes. Her feet looked almost as pale as the planks.

She was led through the ordered commotion to the back of the ship, and after a knock on the middle set of doors, she was pushed through, but not before the translator said, “You’ll do well to obey.” A small stumble and a few steps of a narrow hallway led to a wider cabin; it must have encompassed the whole width of the ship there.

Against one wall, with the light from an open hatch on his shoulders, sat Rais Karim behind a small desk, his silhouette sharp against the blinding light of the sky outside. He did not look like a monster today; he looked like a merchant adding to his ledger.

"The girl who reads," the Rais said, his voice carrying over the rhythmic splash of the waves against the side of the ship, his French as rough as before. He waved his fingers, motioning her to approach, his tongue clicking when she hesitated, a sound so simple, yet so full of authority. Her bare and pale feet brought her inches from the edge of the desk, his presence smelling of expensive sandalwood and the sharp, metallic tang of the sea. “Tell me how you learned to read. Did your husband teach you?”

“I have never been married,” Colette said

The Rais’ brow rose, betraying his surprise. “How old are you? How many summers have you seen?”

“I turned nineteen the day after the Feast of Annunciation,” Colette answered simply, not caring if he knew when that was.

“Did one of your priests teach you? Are you a nun?” Karim said.

Colette briefly closed her eyes, wondering what happened to him, “his name is Père Augustin, but no, I’m not a bride of Christ. He just wanted to share his gift with someone, and I was someone willing.”

Rais Karim slowly stroked the beard at his chin, his eyes assessing Colette, his mind weighing her worth. He finally asked, “Do you still want a bargain?”

Colette’s heart quickened. Was this her chance to keep Étienne safe? She felt her head nodding in agreement before she had ever consciously decided.

"You want a bargain. You claim you will cooperate. I want to test your cooperation. Disrobe." The captain said casually, as if telling Colette to sing.

The heart that mere moments ago was racing in Colette’s breast now felt as still as stone. She could not have heard him correctly; she must have misunderstood his rough French.

The Rais slowly stood and approached her, his movements deliberate, menacing in their calm. Colette was frozen, under the gaze of his dark eyes. His presence filled the room, pushing out all the air, leaving none for Colette. When he was close enough to feel the heat of his body, to practically taste the sandalwood and sweat on his skin, he leaned in so his lips grazed her left ear.

“So quickly your cooperation disappears. I have a new bargain for you, slave. Cooperate, and your brother does not die at my oars. Do not, and see how long he lasts. This is a lesson for you: do not show others where you are weak.”

For Colette, her fears had just taken a physical shape. “You… you said I was worth more than I knew. Please do not ask this of me.”

Still calm, still speaking quietly into her ear, the corsair captain said, “I’m giving you a choice. Your cooperation for your brother’s life. You will know your worth once you have chosen.” He then stepped back, returning to his chair behind the desk as if the choice she was about to make did not matter to him. His ledger, the focus of his attention once again, while the air that had been held at bay rushed in to engulf Colette. The scratching of his pen was a mocking witness to her despair.

She didn’t know how long she stood there, not moving, watching him work, listening to that rhythmic scratching. She didn’t know how long it had been when she looked up at her, his head slowly shaking. She knew she jumped when he yelled out a single name, “Yusuf!”, and in her heart, she knew what order he gave that sailor. The very same that had captured Étienne with the net, the very same she had scratched and bitten. The “No” that escaped her lips was not planned, but her fingers starting to unlace her bodice were. Another barked order stopped Yusuf, but did not dismiss him. And so another set of eyes watched her cooperate.

Rais Karim stood when Colette’s dress and chemise were just puddles of cloth on the floor of his cabin. His eyes took in the delicateness of her neck, the swell of her breasts, the curves of her hips, the tuft of hair on her mons. He made his way around the desk and placed his hands on Colette’s shoulders, turning her to face Yusuf. “Look at the man who made you a slave.” Colette whimpered when Karim cupped her chin and lifted her gaze. The touch was much too gentle for the violence she was experiencing. Karim had to repeat himself when he finally dismissed Yusuf. With that same, too gentle touch, Karim led Colette to his cot.

~ ~ ~

The Rais signaled to a sailor, who dropped a heavy block of sandstone at Colette’s feet.

"You will scrub the main deck," Karim commanded. "From the stern to the bow. If I find a single splinter of wood or a smear of filth when the sun sets, your brother will not be fed. Do you understand, slave?"

Colette looked at the stone, then at the length of the ship. "I understand."

The work was slow, grinding, fully occupying her body while leaving her brain with nothing to do but relive her surrender. As she scraped the sandstone across the planks, her mind thought back to the linen of his cot, the touch of his fingers, the firmness of his lips, and his other firmness. The sharp pain of his penetration, the shame that almost overwhelmed her until he began to thrust, and she discovered a deeper shame. The feeling of worthlessness that followed when he withdrew and covered her belly with his emission. Colette wanted nothing more than to quiet her mind like how the Rais had quieted her.

By noon, with the sun high above, her knees were bruised purple from the constant rocking against the stone-hard wood of the deck. By mid-afternoon, the sun had baked the salt into her hair until it felt like thin reeds. She did not look up. She focused on the grain of the wood, scouring the ship inch by inch, scrubbing the stone until her shoulders screamed.

When the sun finally dipped, turning the sea into a bruised violet and stretching shadows into long misshapen wreaths, the Rais returned, inspecting Colette and her work. “Yusuf,” he called out and gave a command Colette didn’t understand. Then crouched beside her and explained, “Your brother will get no food tonight, but he will know it is because his sister failed him”. Defeated, Colette did not fight when he did not lead her back to the hold and instead took her back to his cabin.

Entering the cabin again was jarring. When she first entered, it felt like a mysterious cave, dangerous but filled with possibilities. Now it felt like a dungeon, where she would be tormented, if not her body, her soul. Karim did not use the jagged violence of the men who had raided Cassis. Instead, he used her as one might use a fine piece of furniture or a stolen book; something to be possessed, examined, and exhausted.

It was a different kind of scrubbing; an internal scouring that left her feeling hollow. He again took his pleasure with a clinical, quiet intensity, watching her face as if looking for the girl who had dared to negotiate with him on the deck. Colette did not know yet how to mask her face, how to hide her shame and her anguish. All she could do was write the experience on the blank pages of her mind and relive it later under the sun, scrubbing the deck.

Three days passed in this rhythm: desperate scrubbing during the day, working to buy her brother a meal, and the silent surrender to the Rais by night.

On the fourth morning, she was not permitted on deck. Karim locked the heavy oak door of the cabin from the outside. Through the stern windows, Colette watched the world end again.

The fleet had found another target, a cluster of raw stone houses clinging to a jagged cliffside. She watched in icy detachment as the smoke began to rise, thick and oily. She heard the distant, thin echoes of screams carried by the wind. She saw the flashes of steel in the sunlight. It was a mirror of her own tragedy, played out in miniature through the small open hatch. She felt a sick, rhythmic thumping in her chest; not pity, but a cold, hard recognition of a world full of predators and prey, and which space she occupied.

That evening, the Rais was happy and talkative as he took his pleasure. The raid had been a good one. Sardāniya had given the fleet many good slaves. The dreams that visited Colette that night, as she slept on the floor of the Rais cabin were filled with pirates raiding Cassis, her mother violated, Père Augustin and Rénard dead and bleeding.

The morning found Colette back on her knees, scrubbing the deck. Though now she had a companion.

Colette was surprised to be led out and set to work with another girl, around her age, with hair the color of chestnuts, her dress torn at the shoulder, her eyes wide with a catatonic terror.

When the sailors moved off, Colette crawled toward her, ignoring the ache in her own limbs. She offered a reassuring touch. The girl reacted as if she’d been burned, and Colette knew that this woman had known her own surrender since her capture.

The girl looked up, her breath hitching in a sob. She spoke in a language like French, but not quite. Colette shook her head and mouthed “français”. They waited for a knot of sailors to walk past before she tried again. "Where are they taking us?" she whispered, in a French that only had a hint of an accent. "Please... do you know?"

Colette looked at the girl, at the raw grief that she herself wore. She felt the weight of what Père Augustin had told her, what the translator had said only a few days ago.

"We are going to the Barbary Coast," Colette said, her voice sounding older than she remembered. "They’re taking us there to be sold as slaves.”

Silence fell between them, and they worked, scrubbing, hiding their grief. In between, Colette would notice little things about her companion. The quality of her dress, torn as it may be. Her skin, where not bruised or dirty, was pale and soft like cream. And of course, she spoke French. “I am Colette,” she ventured. “They took me a week ago.”

The girl almost stopped working to answer, “My name is Isobel.” They wanted to say more to each other, but neither knew how to get past their shame. They worked all day, routine for Colette, an aberration for Isobel. They worked until a group of sailors took Isobel to the bow of the ship, and Colette was led to Karim’s cabin.

~ ~ ~

In the days that followed, Colette and Isobel grew closer as they worked together and learned more about each other. In stolen moments, Colette told her about Cassis and her Mother, about her brother in the hold, about Rénard’s proposals, and about Père Augustin teaching her to read. Isobel, in turn, told her about Mudregu, her village in Sardinia, about being the mayor’s daughter, about being betrothed since she was fourteen, and how the wedding had been delayed twice because of wars. They learned each other’s burden at night. As they pieced together each other’s past and present, Colette came to realize the level of Karim’s guile. The two captives with any literacy, the only two with anything to offer beyond their bodies, were being reduced to just that, for their labor on their knees and on their backs.

So Colette was not surprised when a coastline was spotted, and she was finally relieved of the sandstone, that all that scrubbing had done more than clean the decks, it had rubbed away the ink stain on her fingers, rubbed away the identity she was just discovering, and laid at her feet the mantle of slave.


Part II

The White City
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Market and the Damned

Colette smelled Algiers before she saw it.

The wind shifted in the late afternoon, swinging around from the south, and it carried with it something she had never encountered: a smell so layered, so dense with information, that her mind could not separate its parts. Spice and smoke and animal dung and something sweet, almost floral, undercut by the mineral bite of hot stone. It was the smell of a place where thousands of people lived on top of one another, and it arrived like a wall, solid and overwhelming.

Isobel, kneeling beside her on the deck, lifted her head. “What is that?”

Colette did not answer. She looked past the bow, where the coastline had resolved from a dark smudge into something real. Hills, golden-brown and treeless, tumbling down to a crescent harbor. And above the harbor, climbing the hillside in a dense cascade of white, was a city.

It was nothing like the scattered stone cottages of Cassis. It was nothing like anything she had imagined. The buildings were white, brilliantly white, as though the entire hillside had been plastered and left to bake in the sun. They rose in tiers, one pressed against the next, flat-roofed and close-walled, threaded with narrow passages that from this distance looked like dark veins running through pale flesh. Minarets rose above the rooftops, slender towers tipped with crescents that caught the light. At the summit of the hill, a fortress squatted behind heavy walls, guarding the harbor with the presence of something that had been guarding it for centuries.

The harbor itself was full. Colette tried to count the masts and gave up. Galleys, merchant ships, fishing boats, and vessels she had no name for crowded the anchorage, their hulls painted in faded blues and greens and reds. Small boats darted between them like insects. Along the waterfront, warehouses and covered markets stretched in a continuous line, and beyond them the white city climbed and climbed until it dissolved into the sky.

The call to prayer reached them across the water.

It began from a single minaret, a human voice so clear and sustained that Colette thought at first it was a musical instrument. Then a second voice joined from another tower, slightly offset, weaving around the first. Then a third. Then more, rising from all across the city until the sound filled the harbor like water filling a basin, layered and resonant, a chord made of separate voices that merged into something larger than any one of them. The words were Arabic, and Colette understood none of them, but the sound itself needed no translation. It was an assertion. This city belonged to the voice, and everything within earshot belonged to the faith behind it.

Around her, the crew had paused in their work. Some knelt where they stood, pressing their foreheads to the deck. Others simply stopped, heads bowed, until the last echoes faded. Even Karim, standing at the stern with one hand on the tiller, was still. For a moment, the ship was suspended between the open sea and the crowded harbor, and the only sound was the prayer and the creak of the rigging and the slap of the swell against the hull.

Then it ended, and the ship moved again, and the business of docking began.

~ ~ ~

They were brought up from below in groups of four and five, blinking and stumbling, the hold’s darkness clinging to them. Colette had not seen the other captives from the hold since the first day on deck. Marie and Lisette were thinner, hollowed out, their faces blank with the particular emptiness of people who have stopped expecting anything. Berthe had stopped praying. Marguerite’s bruise had faded to a sickly yellow.

Étienne was the last one brought up.

Colette had braced herself. She had spent the voyage teaching herself to control her face, to keep the inside from showing on the outside. Karim had taught her this, though not with kindness. Do not show others where you are weak. She had learned the lesson through the particular brutality of having the lesson enforced, and she had paid for it in ways she would not think about now, would not allow herself to think about, because if she began, she would not stop.

But when Étienne’s head appeared through the hatch, she nearly lost everything she had learned.

He had been twelve days in the hold. The boy who climbed out was not the boy who had gone in. He was filthy, matted, his hair stiff with salt and grime. His wrists were raw where the chain had rubbed, the skin broken and weeping in places. He was thinner; she could see the bones of his shoulders through his torn shirt, the knobs of his spine when he turned. But it was his face that undid her. His eyes had changed. The brightness was gone, the quick darting curiosity that had animated him even in the worst moments of the raid. In its place was something flat and guarded, the look of an animal that has been caged long enough to forget what it was before the cage.

He was twelve years old, and he looked like an old man.

Colette did not cry out. She did not reach for him. She stood very still and let her face do nothing, and it was the hardest thing she had done since the cabin, harder even than the surrender, because the surrender had only cost her body. This cost her something deeper. The inability to comfort him in front of these men, the requirement to pretend that the wrecked boy standing ten feet from her was not the center of her entire remaining world, was a violence more refined than anything Karim had done to her with his hands.

Étienne’s eyes found hers. She saw the recognition, the desperate lurch of hope, and then she saw him read her stillness and try to match it. Twelve years old, and he was learning to hide. She watched him press his cracked lips together and straighten his back and become, for a moment, a small imitation of a person who was not afraid, and something inside her chest cracked along a line she had not known was there.

She gave him the smallest nod she could manage. A movement so slight that only someone watching for it would have seen it.

I see you. I am here. Hold on.

He nodded back.

~ ~ ~

The gangway was a single plank, wide enough for one person, slick with spray. Colette walked it with her wrists bound in front of her and her feet bare on the wet wood, and the harbor of Algiers spread out below her like a painting of a world she did not belong to. The plank flexed under her weight. The water was green and opaque, thick with refuse, and it stank of rot, fish oil, and the accumulated waste of a city that emptied itself into its own harbor.

She stepped onto the quay, and the ground did not move. After nearly two weeks at sea, the stillness of solid stone was disorienting, almost sickening. Her legs swayed, her stomach lurched, and she had to lock her knees to keep from falling. Around her, the other captives were having the same trouble; Berthe went down hard on one knee and had to be hauled up by a sailor who did it without looking at her.

The quay was chaos.

Colette had thought the deck of the galley was busy. The quay was another order of existence entirely. Men moved in every direction, shouting in languages she could not begin to comprehend, carrying bales and barrels and crates on their shoulders, on their backs, balanced on their heads. Porters, bare-chested and gleaming with sweat, hauled cargo from the ships to the warehouses in a continuous stream. Merchants stood in clusters, arguing with a velocity and volume that Colette could not tell apart from violence. Soldiers in turbans and loose trousers, with curved swords at their hips, moved through the crowd in pairs, and the crowd parted for them with the practiced ease of people accustomed to authority.

The heat was extraordinary. It came from above and below simultaneously, the sun bearing down through air that felt thick enough to chew, and the stone of the quay radiating it back up through the soles of her bare feet. By the time they had walked thirty paces from the ship, her feet were burning. She shifted her weight from foot to foot and saw Isobel doing the same, a small, involuntary dance of pain that would have been comic in any other circumstance.

The smells were worse on shore. What had arrived on the breeze as a complex chord was here a cacophony: animal dung baking on hot stone, the iron tang of a butcher’s stall, open drains running with gray water, roasting meat that made her stomach clench with involuntary hunger, perfume so sweet it was almost nauseating, and beneath all of it the persistent salt-rot of the harbor. The smells layered, competed, and overwhelmed, and Colette breathed through her mouth, tried not to gag, failed, and tried again.

The sounds were just as dense. The clang of a coppersmith’s hammer. The bray of a donkey. A man’s voice rising in what might have been a song or an argument or a sales pitch, sustained and rhythmic and utterly unintelligible. Children running barefoot through the crowd, shouting at the sailors in a patois that mixed Arabic with something else, Spanish perhaps, their voices high and sharp as gulls. And threading through everything, the murmur of the city itself, a low collective hum that was the sound of thousands of lives being lived simultaneously, pressing against each other, overlapping, indifferent to the small coffle of bound captives being marched through the middle of it all.

No one stared at them. That was what struck Colette most. In Cassis, a stranger was an event. Here, a line of chained captives was ordinary. People glanced and looked away. A merchant weighing spice on a brass scale did not even glance. A woman in a long garment that covered everything but her eyes walked past without turning her head. Captives were part of the scenery, like the donkeys, the refuse, and the soldiers. They were infrastructure. They were how this city worked.

She understood then, with a clarity that settled into her stomach like a swallowed stone, that she had not arrived at the edge of the world. She had arrived at its center. This was not a backwater or a pirate’s den. This was a city that was richer, larger, louder, and more complex than anything she had imagined possible, and it ran on the labor of people like her.

~ ~ ~

They were marched uphill through the lower city, into streets so narrow that the buildings on either side nearly touched overhead, turning the passage into a kind of tunnel, dim and close. The stone walls were whitewashed, and the whitewash was old, flaking in places to reveal the raw masonry beneath. The ground underfoot was packed earth and broken tile, cooler than the quay but uneven, and Colette’s bare feet found every sharp edge.

The streets smelled different from the harbor; less rot, more bodies. Cooking smoke drifted from doorways. A courtyard opened briefly to their left, and Colette caught a glimpse of a tiled fountain, a fig tree, a woman hanging laundry on a line strung between two walls. Then the passage turned, and the courtyard was gone, replaced by another stretch of white wall and shadow.

She tried to keep track of the turns. Left, then right, then left again, uphill always uphill, the slope so steep in places that the street became stairs, shallow steps worn smooth by centuries of feet. She counted the turns the way she had counted the rigging and the oars and the watches on the ship, storing them in the map she was building, the map that was becoming her only possession. But the streets doubled back on themselves and branched and reconnected, and after the seventh or eighth turn, she lost the thread and had to let it go.

Étienne was ahead of her in the line, four bodies between them. She could see the back of his head, the matted hair, the sharp line of his shoulder blades. He was walking steadily. That was all she allowed herself to observe. She did not look at him with the hunger she felt. She kept her face neutral and her eyes moving, and she watched him the way a sailor watches a light on a distant shore: constantly, but without appearing to.

The building they were brought to sat in a small square, halfway up the hill. It was larger than the structures around it, two stories of heavy stone with a single iron-bound door and windows that were narrow slits set high in the wall, too high to reach, too narrow to climb through. Above the door, Arabic script was carved into the lintel, the letters worn soft by weather. A guard sat on a stool beside the entrance, a heavy man with a short club across his knees, and he did not stand when the captives approached. He looked at the translator, who said something in Arabic, and the guard jerked his head toward the door.

Inside, the air changed. It was cooler, damper, and it smelled of stone and straw and urine and the particular sour scent of many bodies confined in a small space for a long time. The entrance opened into a courtyard full of people.

Colette had expected a cell, a cage, something like the ship's hold. What she found instead was a kind of open-air pen, a courtyard roughly thirty feet square, bounded on all sides by the high walls of the building. The ground was beaten earth covered in straw that had been changed recently enough to still be yellow but not recently enough to still be clean. Along the walls, men and women sat, lay, or stood in clusters, roughly sorted by type. She saw dark-skinned Africans sitting together near the far wall. She saw a group of men who looked Italian or Spanish, their fine clothes reduced to rags. She saw women, some veiled, some not, and children of various ages sitting with the dull patience of creatures who have learned that waiting is the only activity available to them.

It was a bagno. A holding pen. A warehouse for human beings awaiting sale.

And it was not empty. It was not even close to empty. The captives from Karim’s fleet were a trickle added to a river. There were dozens of people already here, perhaps more than a hundred, and the sound of them was like the sound of the city outside but quieter, subdued, a murmur of languages and grief and the small practical negotiations of survival; who would share the water, who would move so someone else could lie down, whose turn it was at the latrine trench that ran along the eastern wall.

The translator spoke to a man who seemed to be in charge of the bagno, a thin, precise figure in a clean white robe, carrying a ledger and a reed pen. He counted the new captives, made marks in his book, and spoke to the translator in Arabic that was too rapid for Colette to catch even the rhythm of. Then he pointed.

The woman to the left. The men to the right. The children through the far door.

Colette heard the instruction before the translator rendered it into French because she saw where the man was pointing and understood its gist. The women’s section was to the left of the courtyard, behind a low wall. The men’s section was to the right. And the children, the boys, were being directed through a doorway in the far wall into a separate area she could not see.

Étienne was a child. Étienne would go through the far door. Étienne would be taken from her.

The knowledge arrived all at once, complete and total, and with it came a wave of panic so physical that Colette felt her vision narrow to a point, the courtyard contracting around her until the only thing she could see was the far door and the back of Étienne’s head and the distance between them that was about to become uncrossable.

Her body wanted to scream. Her body wanted to lunge forward and grab her brother and hold him and refuse to let go, and she could feel the scream building in her chest, pressing against her ribs, a pressure so intense that her teeth ached with the effort of containing it. She could feel the muscles in her legs coiling, the instinct to run, to fight, to do the thing that every part of her animal self was demanding she do.

She did not move.

She stood perfectly still in the courtyard of the bagno with the September heat pressing down on her and the straw scratching her bare feet and the murmur of a hundred captives filling the air, and she let the panic wash through her without acting on it. She breathed. She unclenched her jaw. She loosened her fingers, which had curled into fists without her noticing. She made her face do nothing.

Do not show others where you are weak.

Karim’s lesson. The one he had taught her with cruelty, with calculation, with the systematic dismantling of her defenses. She had hated him for it. She hated him still. But the lesson was hers now, bought with her body, paid for in full, and she would use it because it was the only weapon she had.

If she screamed, they would know Étienne mattered. If she fought, they would know he was leverage. If she showed the depth of what she felt, someone in this place, some buyer, some broker, some functionary with a ledger and a reed pen, would file the information away and use it against her when the time came. She had watched Karim do exactly this. She had been the subject of exactly this. She would not give them the same handle he had found.

So she stood still and let her brother walk away.

Étienne was being guided toward the far door by one of the bagno’s attendants, a young man with a bored face who held the boy’s arm the way one holds a spade. Étienne went without resisting. He had learned his own version of stillness in the hold, the shallow breathing, the lowered eyes, the surrender of the body when the will had nothing left to spend. He looked small and gray and used up, and he did not look back at Colette as he walked.

But at the doorway, he paused. It was a fraction of a second, a hitch in his step so brief that the attendant did not notice. His head turned, just slightly, and his eyes found hers across the width of the courtyard.

She let him see her. Not the mask, not the stillness, not the controlled nothing she had spent the voyage learning. She let him see his sister. Just for a moment, just for the span of a single breath, she let her eyes say what her mouth could not.

I will find you. This is not the end. I will find you.

Then the mask came back, and Étienne turned, and the doorway swallowed him, and he was gone.

~ ~ ~

Isobel touched her arm. Colette flinched before she could stop herself, and Isobel drew her hand back, knowing the reflex, sharing it.

“Are you all right?” Isobel’s French came out barely louder than breath.

“Yes.” The word felt like a lie, like every survival lie she had told since the beach. She swallowed it and added, “We should find a place by the wall. Away from the entrance. Somewhere we can see the room.”

Isobel nodded. They were both learning the same grammar: the language of spaces, sightlines, and proximity to exits, and the relative safety of corners versus open ground. It was the education that Karim’s ship had given them, and it was more useful than anything Père Augustin had ever taught from a manuscript.

They found a section of wall near the southwest corner where the whitewash was intact and the straw was relatively fresh, and the angle gave them a view of the courtyard and both entrances. Colette sat with her back against the cool stone and drew her knees up, and pressed her bound wrists against her shins. The position hid her shaking hands.

She allowed herself to shake. Here, against the wall, with Isobel beside her and no one watching who mattered, she allowed the tremor to move through her body unchecked. Her hands shook first, then her forearms, then her shoulders, then her jaw, until she was vibrating with a fine, silent violence that was the physical residue of everything she had not expressed in the courtyard. She did not cry. She had not cried since the cabin. But the shaking was its own release, and she let it run its course the way you let a fever burn, knowing it was the body’s way of expelling something that could not stay inside.

Isobel sat close but did not touch her. This, too, was a language they had learned. Sometimes closeness was enough. Sometimes it was all that was bearable.

When the shaking stopped, Colette pressed her cheek against the stone wall, closed her eyes, and listened to the bagno. The murmur of voices in languages she could not identify. The scrape of a bowl on stone. A child crying somewhere in the building, high and thin and eventually silenced. The distant call to prayer again, the voices rising from the minarets, threading through the walls, reaching even here.

She opened her eyes and looked at her hands. The right middle finger, where the ink stain had been, where Karim had read her history from her skin, was smooth and clean. The scrubbing had done its work. She was unmarked now. A body without a story, at least to anyone who did not know where to look.

But the map was still inside her. The turns of the street, the layout of the bagno, the position of the far door where Étienne had disappeared, the slope of the hill, the direction of the harbor. She could not write it down. She had no ink, no page, no quill. But she could hold it in her mind, and she did, pressing the details into her memory the way she had once pressed wildflowers between the pages of the Roman de la Rose, preserving them flat and dry and permanent against the day when she would need them.

Somewhere in this city, in a room she could not see, behind a door she had watched close, her brother was sitting alone for the first time since the morning of the raid. He was twelve. He was hurt. He did not know if she was coming for him, if she had been taken somewhere he could not follow, or if the coffle, the ship, and the chain had been the beginning of a separation that would last the rest of their lives.

She could not go to him. She could not send a message. She could not even say his name aloud without risking the information, without handing someone the key to the lock that held her.

So she sat against the wall and held his name inside her mouth like a stone, smooth and hard and silent, and she waited, and she watched, and she began to learn the shape of the cage she was in.

The light changed. Shadows climbed the eastern wall of the courtyard. The heat softened, fractionally, and the smell of cooking drifted over the wall from the city outside. In the bagno, the captives settled into the routines of evening, the small negotiations of space, food, and sleep that constituted the economy of the held. Somewhere, a man began to sing, low and quiet, in a language Colette did not know, and the melody was so lonely and so beautiful that it made the air in the courtyard feel like something you could lean against.

Colette listened, held the map in her mind, and waited for the morning, which would bring the bathhouse and the oil and the inspection, and after the inspection, the market, and after the market, the rest of her life, whatever that turned out to be.

The singing stopped. The darkness came. The stars appeared above the open courtyard, the same stars that hung above Cassis, above the cliff path, above the fields where the lavender had gone to seed. She looked at them, and they were not a comfort. They were a measure of distance: everything she had been was on the other side of those stars, and she was here, and between here and there was only the sea, and the sea did not give things back.

She closed her eyes.

She did not sleep.


CHAPTER SIX

The Bathhouse and The Truth

The morning did not arrive with the soft, salt-tinged light of Cassis. In the bagno, dawn was a grey intrusion that smelled of unwashed bodies and the damp, already warm stone of the courtyard.

Before the sun had even cleared the high walls of the city, the heavy iron bolts of the courtyard gate screamed in their housings; it was time for their feeding. It was a silent, masochistic ritual. Two men dragged a heavy wooden trough into the center of the yard, slopping a greyish mash of boiled grain and rancid oil into the wood. There were no bowls, no spoons, no dignity.

Colette watched from the periphery, her back pressed against the damp stone. Beside her, Isobel, the Sardinian mayor’s daughter who had once known clean tables and fineries, watched with reddened eyes as their food was served with less care than her family’s pigs back home.

The sound was what haunted Colette most. It was not the sound of people eating; it was the sound of a frantic, muffled struggle. A group of women, their hair matted with the salt of the crossing and their eyes bright with a feverish hunger, converged on the trough. There was no sisterhood in the pit. One woman, older, with a face like a dried apple, drove her elbow into the throat of a younger girl to reach the center of the mash. They fought with a terrifying, silent efficiency, clawing at each other’s hands, shoving fingers into mouths to retrieve swallowed clumps of the flavorless paste.

"Look at them," Isobel whispered, her voice a thin wire of horror. "They are not women anymore. Is that going to happen to us?"

Colette did not answer. She was watching a woman in the corner who was not fighting. She sat perfectly still, staring at a patch of moss growing in a crack in the wall, her hands limp in her lap. That was the other side of the bagno: the hollowed-out silence of those who had already emigrated from their own bodies. In the hold of the ship, there had been screams and prayers. Here, in the shadow of their prison walls, the prayers had run out. There was only the mechanical struggle for another hour of life, or the total surrender to the stone.

The hopelessness had a physical weight. It showed in the way a woman across the yard methodically picked at a weeping sore on her leg, her expression vacant, or how another woman sat cradling an empty shawl as if her child were still tucked within the folds. They were a host of lost things waiting to be tallied.

When the gate’s iron bolts again screamed in their housings, it sounded like a song of mercy. Anything was better than witnessing these husks performing their morning ritual.

A group of guards, their faces impassive and their movements bored, began to prod the captives away from the trough with the flat of their blades and short guttural commands. Colette felt Isobel shift beside her, a hand, until recently so soft, tighten around her forearm. Colette did not speak; she simply pressed her own rough palm in response, a silent promise she did not know if she could keep, and then stood.

One guard barked a command in a rough tongue that Colette did not understand, but his meaning was clear: Move.

Isobel reached for Colette’s hand, fingers trembling as they tried to interlace. “Where are they taking us? Colette, where…”

A guard stepped between them, his shoulder a wall of stained wool and leather. He shoved them towards a line forming with women destined for a future as unknown as their next plight.

Colette tried to step in behind Isobel, to stay close to the one comfort she still had, but a hand clamped on her shoulder like a vice. It was a guard with a face like weathered stone. He did not speak to her; he simply steered her to the front of the line and toward the gate, toward the labyrinth of narrow streets that made up this part of the city.

She looked back once as they walked. She caught a glimpse of Isobel before she was swallowed up by the dirty mass of the coffle, a long, single line of guarded, cowed heads, meekly led by their drovers. Colette felt alone in the midst of the multitudes. The map she was building in her mind had lost its anchor, its familial landmarks. Every step away from the bagno’s courtyard was a step further into a world where she was no longer a person, but a bauble to be sold at the market.

As they were herded further from the bagno and deeper into the labyrinth of narrow, winding alleys, the world seemed to fold in on itself. The air was thick with the scent of woodsmoke and baking bread, which made Colette’s belly quiver, and the ever-present salty musk of the sea. Then they rounded a final corner, and there before the bedraggled line of women was the hammam, the bathhouse, the final station before the Zūq.

The transition inside was jarring. The heat was immediate and oppressive, a wet, heavy blanket of air that smelled of eucalyptus and so much more that Colette could not place. Steam curled up from pools of water like ghosts, blurring the edges of the room and turning people into silhouettes, fading the world into just the white marble around her and the rhythmic twhap-twhap sounds of wet feet.

The women’s section of the hammam was a cathedral of steam. High, vaulted ceilings were pierced by small, star-shaped holes that let in shafts of dusty light, cutting through the vapor like divine swords. In the center of the main room lay the göbektaşi, a massive, hexagonal slab of heated marble where women lay like offerings.

Colette was separated from the others at a heavy cedar door. She went on with an anxiety that she was too exhausted to show. The room was smaller, more intimate. She padded in on bare feet. A proportionally smaller pool at its center.

"Strip," a voice commanded.

It was French, but the vowels were sharpened and roughened by years of another tongue. Colette turned. Standing near a fountain was a woman who seemed carved from the same solid, polished marble as the pools. She was middle-aged, her hair bound tightly in a silk wrap, her eyes the color of strong tea and twice as sharp.

“My name is Zahra. I’m here to prepare you for the Zūq and the auction. I will answer your questions if you are respectful. Now, strip.”

Colette hesitated, her fingers trembling at the laces of her bodice; the same dress she had worn since the night the world ended. It was stained with salt, sweat, and the filth of the galley, but it was the last thing that belonged to her.

"The rags are of no use now," Zahra said, stepping closer. She didn't sound cruel; she sounded like a merchant assessing a shipment of silk that had been left in the rain. "In the market, they buy the skin, not the cloth. Take them off, or the guards will do it for you. Their hands wander more than you might wish."

Slowly, Colette stepped out of her clothes. She felt a profound, freezing shame even as her skin began to glisten with sweat in the curling steam of the hammam. Without her clothes, she was no longer a daughter of Cassis, no longer a girl who knew the secrets of the lavender fields. She was a physical specimen, a collection of limbs, hair, and charms.

Zahra moved around her, a shadow in the steam. Her touch was clinical. She lifted Colette’s chin, inspecting the set of her jaw. She took Colette’s hands, turning them over to look at the callouses earned from the scrubbing stone.

"You are a beauty, and have a fine frame," Zahra murmured, almost to herself. "Strong, but lithe. Curves that entice and none that devalue. And the eyes... they have a light in them that hasn't been extinguished yet. That is a dangerous thing in a slave, but a valuable thing in a woman."

Zahra signaled to two younger girls, who approached with buckets of hot water and rough mitts made of goat hair. They began to scrub. They didn't wash her; they scoured her. They worked with a mechanical intensity, sloughing off layers of Mediterranean salt, the grime of the bagno, and the very memory of her home. Colette felt as though they were trying to rub the soul right out of her skin.

The heat made her head swim. The marble beneath her feet was slick, and the sound of splashing water echoed in the vaults, taking on the rhythm of a slow heartbeat. When the scrubbing was done, they led her to a smaller, more private chamber. The air here was even thicker, heavy with the scent of almond oil and roses.

Zahra sat on a low stool and motioned for Colette to sit before her. She picked up a jar of thick, golden oil and began to massage it into Colette’s shoulders.

"You think this is a kindness," Zahra said softly, her thumbs digging into the knots of tension in Colette’s neck. "It is not. It is a polish. You are being prepared like a piece of fruit for the Sultan’s table. If you are dull, you go to the fields or the kitchens. If you shine, you go to the inner rooms."

"I don't want to shine," Colette whispered, her voice cracking. "I want to go home."

Zahra’s hands paused. She leaned forward, her face inches from Colette’s. "Home is a ghost, child. I was taken from a village near Marseille when I was not old enough to have my moon blood. I cried until my eyes were red and my throat was raw. I prayed to a God who didn't hear me. And then I realized: the Masters do not care about your tears. They only care about your utility. I bowed, obeyed, and worked until… well, here I am."

She resumed her work, her touch firm. "Beauty is a currency here. It is the only power you have left. If you are beautiful, you are protected. You are fed. You are kept away from the sun that turns the skin to leather and the work that breaks the back. Use it. Cultivate it. Let them look at you and see a prize, not a beast of burden. It is the only way to survive long enough to find a way out, or a way in."

Colette looked at the woman, this French girl who had become a manager of flesh. She saw the fine silk of Zahra’s tunic, the gold bangles on her wrists, and the absolute, terrifying lack of pity in her eyes. It was a vision of a future that felt like a betrayal or a death. She could no longer bear not knowing; she risked her secret with this Zahra.

"My brother was taken with me, and we were separated when the children were sorted away. Please, what will happen to him?" Colette asked.

"A small boy?" Zahra asked bluntly. "If he is lucky, he will be sold to a household, likely as a page or a servant, and will be forgotten. If he is unlucky, he will be noticed. Pray he is forgotten."

The suggestion that Étienne might be harmed acted like a physical blow, more visceral than the scour of the goat-hair mitts or the heat of the hammam. Colette felt a visceral pain bloom in the center of her chest; a sharp, jagged thorn thrust deep into her heart. The one thing that she was clinging to, the one promise she was desperate to keep to herself, was being left to luck? Where was God in all of this? What would Père Augustin tell her now that her heart was being ripped from her bosom?

A fierce, a primal urge to claw through the cedar doors and the stone walls to reach him, suddenly surged through her. Her literacy, her poise, the learned control to hide her weakness, feel like brittle vanities. In that heartbeat, she isn't a prize or a slave; she is once again a desperate girl from Cassis, fearing for the only soul who makes her yet whole. But in the next heartbeat, Zahra quenched that urge, as if a flame, with simple, honest words. “I recognize that look; your fight would achieve nothing but make it far worse for him.”

Zahra stood and signaled for the girls to bring the kohl and the henna. As they began to paint the dark lines around her eyes, marking her, branding her for the city's eyes, Colette felt the last of her agency slip away into the steam. She was no longer Colette. She was a product of the Barbary Coast, oiled and scented, a map of sorrow hidden beneath a mask of beauty.

The steam in the small chamber seemed to thicken as Zahra leaned back, her eyes tracking the way the henna stained Colette’s skin a deep, earthy crimson. The preparation was nearly complete. Colette sat on the low marble bench, her skin gleaming with almond oil, smelling of roses and woodsmoke—a sensory lie that masked the hollow terror in her gut.

Zahra reached out, tilting Colette’s chin up with a firm, trained finger.

"Listen to me now," Zahra said, her voice dropping to a low, rhythmic hum that cut through the distant sound of splashing water. "The Zūq is not a place for the faint of heart. When they lead you out, the light will blind you, and the noise will feel like a lash. You will hear the dellals, the auctioneers, crying out prices as if they were selling overripe melons. Do not look at the ground. Do not shrink. Hold your head up and let them see pride in your eyes."

She paused, ensuring Colette was meeting her gaze. "To cower is to look like a girl who will break. Men who want to break things will bid on you. If you stand straight, if you look over their heads as if you are seeing a horizon they cannot reach, you signal a different kind of value. You signal a preciousness they will not want to jeopardize."

"How... how do I speak to them? I do not know the language." Colette whispered, the kohl around her eyes feeling heavy, like lead weights.

"You speak only when spoken to, and you use the word Sidi," Zahra commanded. "My Master. It is a bitter word, a stone in the mouth at first, but it is the only shield you have. If you are bought by a man of the Beylic, the government, or a wealthy merchant or a member of the Janissary class, address him with the deference due to a king. Your hope is to be placed in a house with a Lalla, a mistress. A harem is a hornet’s nest, Colette. If you can win the favor of the mistress of the house, you find safety. You become an extension of her power, rather than a target for it."

Zahra picked up a silk wrap, draping it over Colette’s shoulders. The fabric was fine, yet it felt like a shroud.

"The best you can hope for?" Zahra asked, repeating Colette's unvoiced fear. "The best is that you are bought by a man who values his reputation more than his appetites. Learn to fulfill any need your master and mistress might have before they know it themselves. Become indispensable. An indispensable slave is valued, and as I said before, becomes an extension of your owners."

Zahra leaned in closer, the scent of her own musk oil sharp. "There are women in this city who arrived in chains and now own the very houses they once served in. That is the long game. You are no longer a simple village girl. You are a player in a city that respects nothing but strength and utility. Find strength, find utility."

She stood, then pulled on a rope, signaling that the time for talk was over. "When the price is accepted, the world you knew is buried. The person who walks out of that market will be someone new. Make sure she is someone who intends to survive."

The side door to the chamber opened, and the humid, scented air was rushed by a sudden foulness from the street. Two guards stood in the silhouette of the doorway, their shackles jingling with a sound that seemed to echo the rhythmic beating of Colette’s heart.

Colette stood, her movements slow and deliberate, the oil on her skin catching the star-shaped beams of light from the ceiling. She looked at Zahra and then turned toward the door. She felt the map in her mind shift, the boundaries of her world narrowing down to a single, dusty market square in the heart of the city.

Outside, the sun was rising higher, and the sound of the market was growing louder. The hammam was a womb, but it was a cold one, despite the steam. When she finally stepped back out into the light, she knew she wouldn't be walking back to the world she knew. She was walking into a collar.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Auction and the Madam

The market square was smaller than Colette had expected. She’d imagined something grand, a forum, a plaza lined with columns, something worthy of the transaction. Instead, the guards led her through a low archway into a courtyard not much larger than the bagno, hemmed in on three sides by two-story buildings with shuttered windows and on the fourth by a raised stone platform, waist-high, perhaps fifteen feet across. The platform was the stage, the courtyard was the theater, and it was already filling with an audience.

The men arrived in ones and twos and in small clusters, settling into the shade along the walls or standing in the open, fanning themselves against the morning heat. They were not, as Colette had imagined, a crowd of leering brutes. Some were, but most looked like exactly what they were: merchants, officials, household managers, men conducting business. The business of buying human beings.

She saw turbans of white cotton and turbans of embroidered silk. She saw European coats, sweat-stained and incongruous in the heat. She saw a man in some sort of uniform, his tall felt hat marking him even at a distance, standing with his arms folded and a bored look. She saw servants attending their masters, holding parasols and carrying purses. She saw, at the back of the courtyard, two veiled women standing behind a latticed screen, watching through the carved wood without being seen.

The women behind the screen were interested in her. Buyers, or agents of buyers, she imagined. Women who purchased other women.

There were perhaps forty or fifty people in the courtyard by the time the man who was in charge, the dellal, mounted the platform. He was a round, sweating man with a voice that seemed to come from deep in his chest. He spoke rapidly in Arabic, his words bouncing off the courtyard walls, and the crowd shifted and murmured in response. Then he clapped his hands twice, and the first captive was brought forward.

It was a man, African, tall and heavily muscled, wearing only a cloth around his waist. The dellal took his arm and turned him, displaying him to the courtyard with practiced efficiency. He called out what appeared to Colette to be numbers while pointing at members of the audience who bid on the man. The bidding lasted less than a minute. The man was led away by a servant, and another captive took his place.

Colette stood in a holding area behind the platform, in a narrow corridor shaded by a stained canvas awning, and watched through a gap in the fabric. There were perhaps twenty captives waiting, men and women, sorted roughly by the order in which they would be sold. She was not near the front. She was grateful for the time, though she didn’t know what she intended to do with it.

Isobel was three places ahead of her in the line.

They had found each other again after the hammam, reunited in the holding corridor without explanation from the guards. Isobel looked different. They all did. The scrubbing, the oil, and the kohl had transformed them from the hollow, filthy creatures of the bagno into something presentable, desirable, salable. Isobel’s chestnut hair had been combed and oiled until it gleamed, even in the shade. Her skin was smooth and pale. Her bruises had been covered with some kind of paste. She looked, Colette thought, like a painting of a girl rather than the girl herself, and the observation made something in her stomach turn.

“I cannot feel my hands,” Isobel said. She held them up. They were trembling, the fingers white.

“Breathe,” Colette told her. “Count your breaths. It gives your mind something to hold.”

“Did Zahra tell you that?”

“No. I taught it to myself.” On the ship, in the dark, in the cabin, but she didn’t say this. “Listen to me. When they bring you up there, do what Zahra said. Chin up. Look past them. Don’t cry.”

“What if I can’t stop myself?”

“Then cry quietly. A woman who weeps in silence looks tragic. A woman who weeps loudly looks difficult. The tragic ones are treated with more care.”

She did not know where this knowledge had come from. It had not been taught. It had grown inside her during the voyage, a bitter, practical wisdom rooted in observation and paid for with experience she would not name.

Isobel stared at her. “You’ve changed, Colette.”

“Yes.”

“I am frightened of how much you have changed.”

Colette said nothing. There was no answer to this that would not be a lie or a wound. She took Isobel’s shaking hands and held them between her own, warming them, and they stood like that while the dellal’s voice rose and fell in the courtyard beyond the canvas, selling people the way the fishmongers of Cassis had sold the morning catch.

~ ~ ~

They came for Isobel before noon.

A guard took her arm and steered her toward the gap in the awning. Isobel looked back at Colette with an expression that was beyond fear, beyond grief. Colette held her gaze and nodded once, the same small nod she had given Étienne in the bagno, and it meant the same thing, and it was just as insufficient.

Then Isobel was gone, through the canvas and into the light.

Colette moved to the gap and watched.

The dellal took Isobel’s arm with a familiarity that made Colette’s shiver. He turned her in a slow circle, presenting her to the courtyard. His voice changed register, rising into a kind of melodic chant, the numbers climbing. Colette could not understand the words but she understood the rhythm: each new bid prompted a higher call, a fresh appeal, a gesture toward Isobel’s hair, her skin, her figure. He touched her face and tilted it toward the light. He pulled the silk wrap from her left shoulder to show the line of her neck and collarbone. Isobel stood very still, her eyes fixed somewhere above the crowd, and she did not cry.

The bidding narrowed. Most of the hands had dropped away. Two men were still competing, their voices cutting through the general noise with clipped, precise calls. One was a merchant, heavy, his robes dark with sweat. The other was the officer Colette had noticed earlier, the one with the tall felt cap and the folded arms.

The officer won. He did not change his expression when the dellal pointed at him and declared the sale. He simply nodded to a servant, who stepped forward with a purse. Coins were counted. The dellal took Isobel’s arm and walked her to the edge of the platform, where the servant received her with the impersonal efficiency of someone collecting a delivery.

Isobel did not look back this time. She was led away through the crowd, her oiled hair catching the sun for a moment before the bodies closed around her and she was gone.

Colette pressed her palm flat against the rough canvas and felt the weave bite into her skin. She tried not to think about how she would likely never see Isobel again. She just breathed and counted, her eyes closed against the blinding sun.

You cannot save everyone. You cannot save anyone. You can only watch and remember, and survive long enough to matter. 

The dellal called for the next captive.

When Colette’s turn came, she walked out onto the platform without being pulled by the guard. He had reached for her arm but she shook her head and stepped through the canvas into the light on her own. It was a small act of defiance that cost her nothing, but the dellal noticed and his eyebrows rose. When he took her arm, his grip was lighter than it might have been.

The sun hit her full in the face and for a moment she could see nothing. Then the courtyard appeared around her: the stone walls, the shuttered windows, the crowd of faces staring at her from below the platform. Fifty, maybe sixty men, their eyes all on her at once. The weight of their attention was almost physical, a pressure on her skin as real as the heat. She felt it on her throat, her chest, her bare calves beneath the silk wrap. She felt it on the places the wrap did not cover: her shoulders, her arms, the line of her collarbone where the oil gleamed.

Colette did what Zahra had told her to do: she lifted her chin, looked over their heads at the wall. She found a crack in the plaster and stared at it, letting it become the only real thing in her field of vision. The men below became meaningless, their faces blurred, their voices distant.

The dellal began his chant.

She understood nothing of what he said, but she understood the cadence. He was describing her age, her origin, her condition. His free hand gestured as he spoke, indicating her height, the length of her hair, the proportion of her hips to her waist. He was narrating her body the way a horse trader narrates the qualities of a mare, and the clinical precision of it was, in a terrible way, less degrading than she’d expected. He was not cruel. He was professional. She was merchandise and he was merely listing her specifications for her prospective buyers.

The bidding started low. A hand rose near the back, then another, closer. The dellal  acknowledged each with a nod and a rising call, his voice climbing in increments. Colette kept her eyes on the crack in the wall and breathed and counted.

The dellal turned to her.

His hand firm on her shoulder, he rotated her slowly, a quarter turn at a time, displaying her to every section of the courtyard. The silk wrap shifted with the movement and she felt the sun on her back. She heard a murmur from the crowd, the low, appreciative sound that men make when they see something they want, something they need, and the sound traveled through her body and left a residue of nausea that she swallowed and held in her stomach.

When she completed the rotation and faced the crowd again, there were more hands raised and she couldn’t ignore them. She looked into the eyes of the men who bid on her, unable to look for the crack in the wall, her salvation, and she breathed and she counted and willed herself to remain upright and to not cry.

Then the dellal pulled down the wrap.

It happened quickly, without warning. One hand on the fabric at her shoulder, a single downward tug, and the silk fell to her waist, her breasts exposed to the sixty strangers in front of her.

The sun touched her skin and every nerve in her body ignited at once. She felt the heat and the eyes and the absence of fabric and the absolute, total exposure of it, and for one long, terrible second, her control cracked and she heard herself make a sound, a small involuntary intake of breath that was not quite a gasp and not quite a cry.

Somehow–Colette had no idea how, or even why–she didn’t raise her arms to cover her breasts. She didn’t look down at them, didn’t look away, didn’t even look at the men who were cheering her debasement. She found the crack in the wall again, kept her chin raised, and let the sun touch a part of her body it had never before touched. Only then, did she realize she was no longer the girl who was taken from her village just a few weeks ago, but a woman who would survive whatever this wretched place and these despicable men had in store for her. She would not flinch as she stood on the platform in the heat of the Algerian morning and she let them look, because to resist would be to show that it mattered, to show that they mattered, to give them power she could not afford to give.

The bidding intensified. She could hear it even through the roaring in her own ears, the rapid call-and-response of the dellal and the buyers, the numbers rising, the competition for her intensifying. She was expensive. She understood this from the dellal’s voice, which had taken on an excitement that it had not held from the earlier auctions. She was young. She was European. She was, according to the hammam’s work, beautiful. These were the currencies that mattered in this market and she possessed them, and the men that below were spending real money to acquire them.

Three bidders remained. She could hear three distinctive voices cutting through the noise. One was harsh, guttural, aggressive in its bidding. One was calm and measured, responding but not leading the bidding. The third voice was a woman’s.

Colette’s gaze dropped from the wall for the first time.

The woman was standing near the latticed screen at the back of the courtyard where Colette had noticed the veiled figures earlier. But this woman was not behind the screen. She was in front of it. She was unveiled, her face fully visible, and she was bidding openly, her voice carrying across the courtyard with an authority that the men around her did not challenge.

She was perhaps forty-five, perhaps fifty, impossible to tell precisely. Her face was strong-boned and handsome rather than beautiful, with deep-set eyes lined with kohl and a mouth that looked as though it had been giving orders for decades. Her skin was olive, smooth for her age, and her hair was covered with an ornate headscarf of deep indigo that matched the long tunic she wore over loose trousers. Gold hung from her ears and around her neck, heavy pieces, not delicate, the jewelry of a woman who wore her wealth openly and dared anyone to comment.

The woman was short compared to the men but her back was straight, her shoulders squared. She held a folding fan of carved bone in one hand, closed, and she used it to gesture her bids, a precise flick of her wrist, economical, almost bored.

The man with the harsh voice raised his offer again and the dellal called it out. The measured bidder hesitated, then shook his head and stepped back.

Two remained.

The woman flicked her fan.

The harsh voice countered.

The woman flicked her fan again.

A silence. The harsh bidder was a thick-necked man in a striped robe, his face red with the heat and, Colette suspected, the indignity of being outbid by a woman. He stared across the courtyard at her. She met his stare with an expression of polite disinterest, the way one looks at a dog that has wandered too close to the table.

Finally, he raised his bid. His voice was louder now, pointed, and the crowd shifted, sensing the end of the contest was near.

The woman waited. She let the dellal repeat the man’s offer twice before she responded, and when she did, she did not flick the fan. She spoke clearly, in Arabic, and whatever she said made the dellal’s eyebrows rise and several men in the crowd murmured. The number must have been high, Colette realized from the reaction, the way the crowd leaned forward, from the small, involuntary shake of the dellal’s head before he collected himself and called it out.

The thick-necked man was silent. His jaw worked. He looked at the woman, then at Colette, then at the woman again. Finally, he turned abruptly and pushed through the crowd and was gone.

The dellal called out the woman’s offer three times. No one countered. He clapped his hands once and it was done.

Colette had been sold.

The silk wrap was pulled up over her shoulders by one of the dellal’s assistants, and she was guided to the edge of the platform. The woman and her bodyguards were there, waiting for her.

Up close, the woman, Colette’s new owner, smelled of rosewater and cedar. Her eyes were dark brown, almost black, and they moved over Colette with a precision that was different from the dellal’s. The dellal had assessed her body. The woman was assessing something else, something more personal, more intimate. She was looking at Colette’s eyes, at her posture, at the line of her jaw, at the way she held her hands. She was reading, and Colette recognized the act because she did it herself.

The woman spoke to her. Her French was accented but fluid, far better than Karim’s, shaped by education rather than necessity.

“What is your name?”

“Colette.”

“Colette,” she repeated correctly, the French pronunciation, no distortion. “You walked onto the platform by yourself. No one pushed you.”

“No.”

“Why?”

Colette considered the question. She considered lying, considered saying something defiant or clever, considered saying nothing at all. Then she told the truth, because the woman’s eyes were the kind that would know a lie and would never forgive it.

“Because being pushed is worse.”

The woman studied her for a long moment. Something behind her expression was a shift Colette could not read.

“I am Khalida,” the woman said. “You belong to me now, so you will call me Lalla.” Which means Mistress, Colette remembered from the bathhouse. “You will come with me and you will listen carefully, and you will not speak unless I ask you to. Can you do this?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, Lalla.”

“Good. Then we understand each other.”

Khalida turned and walked toward the archway without looking back to see if Colette followed her. She walked the way she stood: upright, unhurried, owning the space she occupied, as though every courtyard and corridor in Algiers had been built for the sole purpose of being crossed by Khalida. Two servants fell into step behind her, and a third took Colette’s arm, gently, and guided her into the wake of the woman who had just purchased her.

They passed through the archway and into the streets. The market noise faded behind them. The narrow alleys of the lower city swallowed them, white walls and shadows and the distant call to prayer threading over the rooftops. Colette dared not speak. She tried to read the back of the woman ahead of her, the set of her shoulders, the rhythm of her step, the small movements of her hands.

Khalida had not bought Colette out of kindness–this she understood. The woman’s eyes had been too sharp, her assessment too precise, her bid too calculated. She had spent a great deal of money on Colette, which meant she was an investment, and investments were expected to produce returns.

But Khalida had also outbid a man who wanted to own her, and she had done it publicly, without hesitation, with the cold authority of a woman who was accustomed to taking what she wanted from a courtyard full of men. That had to mean something, Colette reasoned, although she wasn’t at all sure what it meant, just that it meant something. She stored this realization alongside everything else she was learning, adding it to the map of the city she was drawing in her head, which was growing, which was becoming less a record of places and more a repository of people and the kinds of power they held and the ways that power could be borrowed, or stolen, or earned.

They climbed the hills of Algiers. The streets grew steeper, the houses larger, the foot traffic thinner. Colette’s bare feet found smoother stone underfoot, better maintained. They passed a fountain set into a tiled wall, turquoise and white, water trickling from a brass spout into a basin where a cat was drinking. They passed a door flanked by potted orange trees, the small fruit green and not yet ripe. They passed a man sitting on a stool smoking a long pipe, who looked at Khalida and inclined his head but did not look at Colette at all.

The house they stopped at was not the grandest on the street, but it was carefully kept. The door was heavy cedar, oiled and dark, set in a wall of white plaster so clean it looked freshly applied. A brass knocker in the shape of a woman’s hand hung at its center. Above the door, jasmine grew from a terra-cotta pot, the white flowers releasing their scent into the afternoon heat, a scent that made Colette think of her mother.

Khalida pushed the door open and stepped inside without knocking.

Colette followed her across the threshold, from the brightness of the street into the cool, scented darkness of the interior. The door closed behind her with a sound that was soft and heavy and final.

She did not know what this house was. She did not know what Khalida wanted from her, or what the investment would require, or what returns were expected. But the jasmine smelled sweet and the stone floor was cool beneath her blistered feet, and somewhere deep within the house she could hear the sound of water running over tile, and for the first time since the beach in Cassis, no one was shouting at her.

She stood in the entrance, took a breath, and waited for what came next.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The Brothel and the Mentor

Since the heavy cedar door clicked shut, the sound a final, muffled gavel stroke on the life Colette had once known, the sudden dimness of the foyer, the air cool and smelling intensely of rosewater and a sharp, underlying scent of jasmine, she soaked in the peaceful air of this oasis. After the blinding glare of the Algiers slave market and the choking dust and noise of the streets, the silence and calm of the house felt like Colette had stepped out of a nightmare and back into herself.

Khalida did not look back. She moved with a practiced, feline grace, her silk robes whispering against the tiled floor. Colette followed, her bare feet flinching at the coldness of the stone. The contrast to the world she had just been in so great that she felt like a ghost haunting a palace; even the silk wrap that she wore, a reminder of Zahra and the bathhouse, an inadequate shield during the auction, made her feel more at peace here, blending her in with the softness of her surroundings in a way her salt-stained, ragged shifts she had seemed like fitting witnesses to her surrender to Rais Karim’s attentions in the galley and to the grime and misery of the bagno.

They passed through a courtyard where a small fountain bubbled into a basin of mosaic tiles. It was not a sprawling, opulent palace she had read and dreamed about, nor was it a small two room cottage Colette had grown in. This house was compact, efficient, and impeccably maintained. The plaster was white and smooth, the woodwork carved with intricate geometric patterns that seemed to loop infinitely. It was a place of order—a sharp contrast to the free flowing patterns of her life before or the chaotic violence of the raid on Cassis.

"Sit," Khalida commanded, gesturing toward a low divan covered in kilim rugs in a small, private receiving room.

Colette sat, her spine stiff. She looked at the woman who had paid a small fortune for her. Khalida was not young, but she possessed a terrifying kind of preserved beauty. Her eyes were sharp, calculating the worth of everything they landed upon. She poured two small cups of mint tea from a silver pot, the steam curling into the air.

"Drink," Khalida said. "You look as though you have been living on vinegar and spite. The tea is for the body; the spite you may keep for later. You will need it."

Colette took the cup, her fingers trembling. As she sipped, her eyes took in the room. There were not many adornments but the ones that were there, were of exquisite craftsmanship.

Khalida smiled, a thin, professional expression as she followed Colette’s eyes. "I find the beautiful, the rare, and take possession of them. I should rename you Jamila but I think Colette will catch the fancy more.” Khalida’s dark eyes examined Colette, studying the French girl, seeing how she took everything in. “I am a businesswoman, Colette. And this is a house of pleasure. Not exclusive, nor well known, but in time to be the most sought after. Because of you."

The tea turned to ash in Colette’s mouth. The hope that had flickered when she saw the jasmine over the door—the hope of being a maid to a lady or even a domestic servant, or laundress, or kitchen drudge—died a cold death. "A brothel," she whispered.

"A dar al-farah," Khalida corrected smoothly. "A house of joy. But let us not decorate the truth with flowers. I have stretched my finances to the breaking point to purchase you. The fat man drove your price up much higher than I anticipated, but I saw what he saw and I knew I had to have you. You have a rare quality. You have the look of a fallen queen, your Frankish looks, that creamy skin. Men in this city will pay handsomely for the illusion of conquering a woman like you, of possessing you, even if it is for a mere moment."

Khalida leaned forward, her gaze pinning Colette to the spot. "I have made a heavy investment. I expect a return. You will earn back your price many times over, of that I have no doubt. I have a keen eye for treasure and you, my Colette, are a treasure."

"I am not... I cannot do that," Colette said, her voice rising. "I cannot be a—"

Khalida flashed her hand quicker than Colette could see, slapping her hard on the cheek. "You will call me Lalla and you will be whatever I say. You were a slave on a galley. No woman as beautiful as you has ever survived that intact, so do not pretend to a virtue that the world has already stolen from you. Here, at least, the bed is clean and the food is good. You’re young but I am certain that you have already discovered that, as women, we have always been subject to the whims of men. As a slave, all the pretense of life is gone. I have been in your position and some day you can be in mine, but until then you will obey the rules."

Colette rubbed her cheek as Khalida raised one slim finger. "The only rule you need to worry about is obedience. Complete obedience to me. I am your mother, your priestess, and your queen. Everything else will be mere consequences of my will. I will make you the desire of every man in this city and you will fulfill it. Any man that buys your time will be the object of your adoration until that time is up. You will ensure that when they leave here, that only the name of this house leaves their lips. You will not be a simple piece of meat for a sailor. You will learn to dance, you will learn our poetry, and you will use that tongue of yours to flatter and entice in equal measure. When any man in Algiers imagines a Frankish woman, they will picture you. You are the main attraction now. The jewel in the center of the ring."

Colette felt a crushing weight in her chest. She had survived the raid, the sea, and the bagno, only to be refined into a more expensive kind of hell. The mundaneness of the house—the bubbling fountain, the scent of jasmine— a mask for the further corruption of her dignity.

The sun had not long passed its zenith, high over the Kasbah. Not even an hour had passed since she had been sold and Colette already discovered her fate to be worse than death. A fate she must endure herself only because she still has a promise to keep to Étienne. Khalida stood and crossed the room with a grace that belied her power over Colette. She seemed to be searching for something in a large oak chest by the window.

The search was brief though to Colette, it felt like an eternity.

Khalida returned and in her hands, she carried a small wooden box, inlaid with mother-of-pearl. She set it on a low cedar table and gestured for Colette to kneel before her.

"The time for mourning your past is over, Colette," Khalida said, her voice like the dry rasp of a cicada. "Today, you begin your education. But first, we must mark the change."

She flipped the latch of the box. Inside, resting on a bed of black velvet, was a band of thick, supple leather. It was dyed a visceral, startling shade of crimson—the color of an open wound or a crushed pomegranate. A small, polished brass ring was set into the center, gleaming with a cold, golden light.

"The symbol of your new life," Khalida commanded.

Colette stared at the object. Her hand went instinctively to her throat, her fingers brushing the skin that had known only the soft wool of her village shawls or the rough hemp of the pirate’s coffle.

"It is your station," Khalida said and reached into the box, taking the crimson collar in her hands. She stepped behind the new slave girl, her fingers surprisingly strong as she forced Colette’s chin up.

The leather was cool against Colette's skin, but as Khalida pulled it taut, it felt like a brand. The buckle hissed as it was pulled through the notch, and then the locking pin clicked home. It was tight—not enough to choke, but enough that every time Colette swallowed, she felt the molded pressure of the leather.

Khalida walked around to face her, tilting Colette’s head from side to side to inspect the fit.

"Red," Khalida said, her eyes tracing the line of the collar. "In the markets of Algiers, in the shadow of the Great Mosque, and in the gardens of the Janissaries, colors speak louder than words. A green sash is for the devout. White is for the mourning. But this red..." She reached out and flicked the brass ring with a manicured nail, making it chime. "This red tells the world exactly what you are."

Colette felt a flush of heat rise from her chest, a burning tide of shame that turned her ears hot. "A slave," she whispered to herself.

"No," Khalida corrected sharply. "A common slave wears iron or hemp. A common slave is a beast of burden meant for the fields or the laundry. This red tells every man who looks at you that you are a jariya—a pleasure slave. That you are pleasure incarnate and that following you to this house will lead them to the greatest delights."

Khalida leaned down, her face inches from Colette’s. The scent of her rosewater perfume was suffocating.

"When you walk the streets to the bathhouse or to the market, when you stand on the balcony to catch the evening breeze, the people of this city will know at a glance. They will see that scarlet band and they will know that your body is a commodity. They will know that your modesty is a fiction and your dignity has a price. To the wives in the windows, you are a shadow to be feared. To the men in the street, you are a promise to be bought."

Colette’s breath hitched. The weight of the collar felt like it was pulling her down, anchoring her to the floor of this house, to the dirt of this city. It was one thing to know her fate in the dark of her own mind; it was another to have it shouted to the world in a color that could not be ignored.

"It is a warning to you as much as an advertisement to them," Khalida continued, her voice dropping to a low, dangerous silk. "If you try to run, that red will scream your identity to every guard at every gate. There is no hiding it. There is no blending into the crowd. You are marked, Colette. You are mine, and you are theirs."

Khalida stood up, smoothing her robes. "I will give you a moment to compose yourself and let the truth of your reality sink in. When you hear the bell I want you to make your way to the common room."

As Khalida swept out of the room, Colette crawled toward a small, silvered glass on the wall. She looked at her reflection. The girl from Cassis was still there, hidden behind the wide, terrified eyes, but the red band around her neck seemed to pulse with a life of its own. It was a circle of blood, a permanent stain that told the world she was no longer a person, but a thing to be desired and bought.

~ ~ ~

Later, Khalida led Colette to the communal area where the other women gathered before the evening’s arrivals. It was a large, pillared room with a sunken center filled with cushions.

There were eight of them. Eight other women that wore the scarlet band. Some were local women with dark, tired eyes—poor widows or outcasts who had chosen this life over starvation. They spoke in rapid-fire Arabic, their laughter sounding forced and brittle. Others had more European features but with skin the color of caramel, the resulting mix of her old and new worlds Colette assumed, they were quieter, likely from a lifetime with one collar or another.

Khalida said something to the group Colette did not understand but figured it was her introduction since she heard her name and was gestured towards. Khalida then spoke to her directly. "Noor, will look after you. You will start your duties in a few nights, until then, learn from her."

A woman rose from the shadows of a corner. She was older than the others, perhaps in her late twenties, with skin the color of polished cedar and tattoos of fine blue lines etched across her chin and forehead—the marks of the Berber tribes from the Atlas Mountains, Colette would learn. Her movements were slow and deliberate, like a desert cat.

This was Noor. She approached Colette and looked her up and down with a clinical detachment.

Noor said something to Khalida and in response got a shake of the head. "You will have to use French to start but teach her the Lingua Franca and Arabic. She will need both."

"Naeam Lalla,” Noor said and Khalida turned and left, disappearing into her private rooms.

Noor signaled for Colette to follow her and then said "Come." Her French was thick, the vowels flattened and the consonants harsh, as if the words were stones she was forced to carry in her mouth. "See... house. See... life."

She beckoned with a calloused hand and led Colette toward the hallway.

"Here," Noor said, pointing to a low-slung door. "Almatbakh." She mimed the action of eating, bringing her fingers to her lips. "Kitchen."

Inside, the room was sweltering and thick with the scent of onions, cumin, and scorched flour. A stout local woman with flour-dusted arms was kneading dough on a stone slab. She didn't look up but Colette noticed the red band around her throat. Noor pointed to a stack of copper pots and then to Colette.

"We eat... when they eat," Noor explained, struggling to find the words. She made a gesture of a small portion with her thumb and forefinger. "Little for us. Much for... them." She pointed toward the front of the house, where the guests would arrive. She then gestured at the woman with the dough, then herself and Colette.

Colette tilted her head slightly then asked. “We all take turns cooking?”

“Naeam… yes.” She said with a proud smile.

They moved back into the courtyard and climbed a narrow, winding set of stone stairs. The air grew cooler and more perfumed. Noor stopped at a heavy door draped with a curtain of hanging beads that clicked together like teeth.

"This," Noor said, her voice dropping. She pulled back the beads. "Work."

Colette stepped inside. It was a room designed for the senses. Thick Persian rugs muffled their footsteps, and the walls were hung with silks that shimmered in the filtered light of a high, latticed window. A low, wide divan occupied the center of the room, piled with velvet cushions. In the corner, a brass brazier stood ready for incense, and a small table held crystal carafes.

Noor walked to the divan and sat, her eyes fixed on Colette. She patted the soft fabric, then made a slow, sweeping motion with her hand across her own body, then pointed to the door.

"You... here," Noor said. "Man... come. You... smile." She forced her lips into a parody of a grin that didn't reach her eyes, then let it drop instantly. "You... talk. Welcome." She mimed laying back. "They pay... you. They pay... for this." She touched the red collar at her own throat, then Colette’s.

Colette felt a wave of nausea. The room was beautiful, but it felt like a mockery. "How many?" she asked, her voice trembling. "How many men... every night?"

Noor frowned, clearly not understanding the question 'how many.' Colette held up her fingers, counting. One, two, three?

Noor let out a short, dry laugh. She held up both hands, then closed them and opened them again. "Many," she said. "Until... moon go. Until... sun come." She leaned back, her expression hardening. "Do not... think. Be... stone. Water go over stone, but stone... stay."

Colette pointed to herself and asked. “Is this my room?” Then mimicked sleeping.

Noor shook her head and rose, then led Colette back to the stairs and pointed to the different doors around the second floor walkway. “Work,” she said, then led Colette back down the stairs, and further down the hallway, past the common room and kitchen to a larger, plainer room. This was the communal sleeping area. There were no silks here, only thin pallets laid out in a row on the floor. A few personal items—a wooden comb, a small prayer rug, a cracked mirror—marked the spaces of the other women.

"Sleep," Noor said. She pointed to a pallet in the corner, furthest from the door and touched her own chest, then pointed to the pallet next to the door and pointed to Colette.

Noor didn't have the French vocabulary to explain. She made a pushing motion toward the door, then a locking motion with an invisible key. "Sleep... we lock. Safety... keep here."

The final stop was the bathhouse, it was much simpler than the one she started her day in. Had that only been today? Noor pointed to the large marble basin and the heating vents in the floor.

"Clean," Noor emphasized. She grabbed a handful of Colette’s hair and mimed washing it vigorously. "Always... clean. Always clean… for them." She tapped her nose. "If you... smell like... peasant..." Noor made a quick, stinging motion with her hand against her own cheek.

Colette stood in the center of the humid room, the tour apparently complete. She looked at Noor—the Berber woman who had been carved by this place into something sharp and resilient, and wondered what was to happen next.

As if reading her mind Noor started. "Now... you learn," Noor finished, her French failing her. She pointed to the red collar one last time, then to her own eyes. "Watch. Listen. Learn."

Noor then led her back through the house and to the courtyard, up the stairs Colette was already learning to dread, past the first room she’d been shown, walking around the second floor, open walkway, to the opposite and last room.

This room was decorated much like the first, with Persian rugs, and hung silks, and the wide, plush divan occupying the center of the room. Unlike the first, this one had, what appeared to Colette, a large armoire built right into the wall, it had a delicately carved lattice door. Noor went to this, al-hawa’it Colette would later learn, and started moving the robes and shifting shelves.

“Come,” she said and gestured to Colette. She helped Colette to sit inside the unit and closed the door, bringing her index finger to her lips in the universal sign before doing so. “Watch. Listen. Learn.”

~ ~ ~

The air inside the al-hawa’it was surprisingly fresh, smelling of cedar shavings. Colette sat with her knees tucked against her chest, her back pressed against the cool stone of the rear wall. The space was narrow, designed for linens and robes, not a grown woman. Through the intricate geometric lattice of the wooden door, the room beyond was sliced into tiny, diamond-shaped fragments of light and shadow.

Colette’s heart hammered against her ribs, the red leather collar feeling tighter in the darkness. She pressed her eye to one of the larger openings in the fretwork.

She did not know how long she had been there, the light outside seemed to have dimmed, and her legs were starting to cramp. Then, the bead curtain at the entrance clattered.

Two men entered. They were dressed in the fine wool and silk of the merchant class, their turbans wound tight and precise. They laughed, a low, rumbling sound that made Colette’s skin crawl. Following them was Noor.

When Noor lit the lamps, Colette saw she was transformed. Her tour guide was gone. In her place was a creature of liquid grace. She wore a vest of gold-thread embroidery over a sheer chemise, and her movements were deliberate, each step a slow, rhythmic sway of her hips.

Noor didn't speak; she moved to the low table and poured wine into silver cups with a steady hand. One of the men, a portly fellow with a greased beard, reached out and caught her wrist as she handed him the cup. His fingers sunk into her flesh.

Colette flinched, expecting Noor to recoil, to snap, to fight. Instead, Noor tilted her head back, her throat—bare and vulnerable—exposed to the lamplight. She didn't pull away. She leaned into the touch, a slow, practiced smile spreading across her lips. It was a mask of pure, welcoming heat.

“You have been missed, Sidi,” Noor said in Arabic, her voice a low, melodic purr that Colette didn't recognize.

The man pulled her closer, his hand moving from her wrist to the small of her back, dragging her onto the cushions of the divan. The other man sat opposite them, watching with a detached, hungry amusement.

Through the lattice, Colette watched as Noor began to work. It was a performance as precise as a dance. She laughed at the man’s jokes, her hand resting lightly on his chest, her fingers tracing the embroidery of his vest. When he spoke, she leaned in as if his words were the most precious things she had ever heard.

But it was Noor’s eyes that caught Colette. From this angle, she could see Noor’s face when the men could not. While her mouth smiled and her body remained pliant, her eyes were like dark glass—cold, observant, and entirely empty. She was watching the man’s hands, the way one moved toward his belt, the tension in his jaw. She was reading him like a manuscript.

The air in the room grew thick with the sounds of their appetites—the heavy breathing, the wet sound of wine being swallowed, the rustle of silk. When the bearded man became rough, his hand catching in Noor’s hair to pull her head back, Colette saw Noor’s fingers dig into the rug beneath her. It was the only sign of resistance, a momentary tightening of her knuckles before she smoothed her expression into one of feigned pleasure.

Noor began to speak again, her voice a soft drone. She was whispering into the man’s ear, her hands busy untying the silks of his sash. She was guiding him, moving him like a piece on a board, ensuring he stayed focused on her, that she was his world, his pleasures paramount.

Colette felt a cold shiver of realization. This would all be expected of her. It wasn't just the sex; it was the total surrender of the self to the role. Noor was a mirror, reflecting back exactly what this man wanted to see: a woman conquered, a woman who adored his power.

Watching from her cage, Colette felt a sickening sense of kinship. She saw the way Noor used her body as a shield to protect the person she truly was, the woman from the Atlas Mountains who was still hidden deep inside.

The bearded man grunted, a sound of guttural satisfaction, and shoved Noor back against the cushions to reach for more wine. For a split second, Noor’s gaze shifted. She looked directly toward the al-hawa’it, toward the dark lattice where Colette hid.

The coldness in Noor’s eyes was a message. This is what you have to do, they seemed to say. This is your life now. Accept it.

Colette closed her eyes, and leaned her head back against the cool stone at the back of the al-hawa’it, as the second man took his turn. The sounds of the room continued—the heavy, rhythmic thud of the divan, the men’s coarse jests—Colette was now a student of a terrible craft. She took a breath, the scent of the men’s arousal filtering through the lattice, and she began to count the heartbeats until the silence would return.


Part III

The House
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CHAPTER NINE

The Tutor and The Pupil

Noor woke Colette before dawn with a hand on her shoulder and a gentle shake. Colette opened her eyes to the gray half-light of the sleeping room and the shape of Noor already standing, already dressed, waiting.

“Up,” Noor said. “We start.”

They began with the body.

In the small bathhouse at the back of the house, with steam curling up from the marble basin and the first call to prayer sounding from the minarets outside, Noor stripped down without ceremony and stood before Colette in the lamplight.

“Look,” she said.

Colette looked. Noor’s body was lean, muscled in the stomach and thighs, her skin smooth where the blue tattoo lines did not cross it. She was not young: there were stretch marks on her hips, faded to sliver, and a scar below her left breast that Colette did not ask about. But she held herself with the absolute confidence of a woman who had long since stopped seeing her own nakedness as a vulnerability. It was a tool. She displayed it the way a blacksmith displays a hammer: without vanity, without shame, with the plain authority of use.

“Your body,” Noor said, pointing at Colette, then placing both hands flat against her own stomach, “is not yours. Not here. You understand?”

“I understand,” Colette whispered.

“No. You say you understand but you do not, not yet. Your body is…” She searched for the word, her brow furrowing. She touched the wall. “This. Stone. Bone of the house. You are the house. Men come in, men go out. House stays.”

She waited until Colette nodded, then gestured for her to undress. Colette did, folding her garments on the stone bench. The collar stayed. It always stayed.

Noor walked around her slowly, the way Zahra had in the hammam before the auction, but with a different intent. Zahra had been preparing a product for sale. Noor was taking inventory of her charge.

“You are thin from the ship,” Noor said. “Lalla will feed you. In one week, here…” She pressed two fingers against Colette’s hip. “And here…” Her collarbone. “More soft. Men want soft. Not bone.”

“When do I start?” Colette asked, her voice unsteady.

“Three nights, maybe four. Lalla decides. Before then, I teach you everything.” She paused, then added with a flatness that contained no humor, “Everything you need to not get hurt. Everything you need to not get…” She looked at Colette as she searched for the word, then made a rounded motion above her belly.

“Pregnant?” Colette offered.

“Yes, pregnant,” Noor said. “I will teach you everything you need to make a man feel like a sultan and leave feeling generous.” She paused. “You are fast with the head, yes? Lalla says you read.”

Colette startled. “She knows?”

“Lalla knows everything before she buys.”

Colette nodded. “Yes, I can read.”

“Good. Then read the men. That is the real lesson. The rest…” She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “The rest is just the body.”

~ ~ ~

The first morning was the tonic.

Noor brought her to the kitchen before the cook had started breakfast. From a shelf beside the copper pots, she took down a clay jar sealed with wax and a smaller vessel made of dark glass. She set them on the stone slab where the bread was kneaded.

“This,” Noor said, tapping on the clay jar. “You drink every morning before food. Every morning. You do not forget. If you forget, you will carry a child, and Lalla will not keep a woman who carries. She will sell you to the fields until you give birth, then she will sell your child. You understand?”

“Yes,” Colette whispered. She looked inside the jar. “What is it?”

The smell was bitter, and sharp, like crushed leaves mixed with vinegar.

“Rue and pennyroyal, other things. The old women in the mountains make it. Lalla buys it from an apothecary near the harbor.” She poured a measure into the small cup, roughly two mouthfuls. “Drink it all. It tastes like death but you drink it anyway.”

Colette took the cup and drank. Noor had not exaggerated. The liquid was thick and acrid, coating her tongue and the back of her throat with a bitterness that made her eyes water. She gagged and swallowed but her stomach clenched in protest.

“Every morning,” Noor said. Then she held up the dark glass vessel. “This is for after. Every time after. You clean yourself with this. Inside.” She met and held Colette’s eyes. “You clean yourself with this.” She opened a drawer and produced a small bulbed instrument of brass and leather, shaped roughly like a pear with a long, narrow stem. “You fill it, you wash. Every time, no matter how tired you are, no matter if the man is still in the room. You go to the basin and you clean. If they complain, you tell them Lalla requires it. They know Lalla. They will not argue.”

Colette held the syringe in her hand. It was cold and oddly heavy. “Does it work?”

“I have been here six years,” Noor said. “No child. Fatima has been here nine. No child. The tonic and the wash together, they work. Not always, not for everyone. But if you use both every time, you will be safe.”

“And if I use it but it fails?”

Noor’s expression did not change but her voice dropped. “There are other things. Stronger. Lalla knows a woman. But those are dangerous. You take the tonic, you use the wash, and you pray. It’s the best any of us can do.”

She took the syringe back and placed it beside Colette’s pallet in the sleeping room. “Yours. Keep it clean. Boil it once a week.”

~ ~ ~

The afternoons belonged to the other arts.

On the second day, a thin, elderly man arrived at the house carrying a frame drum and a single-stringed instrument Colette had never seen before. He was blind in one eye and did not wear a collar. He spoke no French. Noor translated in her broken way, and when translation failed, he simply demonstrated.

He played, and Noor danced.

It was nothing like the dancing Colette had seen at the village festivals in Cassis, the stamping, whirling, communal dances where the whole village participated and skill was secondary to enthusiasm. Noor’s dancing was isolation. She moved parts of her body independently, her hips shifting in slow, rolling circles while her shoulders remained still, and her arms described shapes in the air while her feet barely moved. It was controlled, precise, and deeply physical in a way that made Colette’s face warm.

“Not for you,” Noor said, catching her expression. “You will not dance like this. This takes years. But you will learn. You learn to move so you are…” She searched. “Pleasant. To the eyes. When you walk, when you pour the wine, when you sit. Everything is a small dance. You understand?”

“How I carry myself,” Colette offered.

“Yes, carry. Good word.”

The musician played a slow rhythm and Noor took Colette’s hips in both hands and physically moved them, showing her the motion, the weight transfer from one foot to the other that produced a fluid sway rather than a clumsy shift. Colette felt foolish at first, then she concentrated on the mechanics of it, the same way she concentrated on the mechanics of a sentence when she was learning to read. There was grammar here. Subject, verb, object. Weight, transfer, release.

“Better,” Noor said after an hour. “Your hips are stiff. You think too much. But better.”

They practiced the walk next. Noor placed a small cup of water on Colette’s head and told her to walk across the room without spilling it. Colette failed four times. On the fifth, the cup stayed.

“Now do it again,” Noor said, “and smile.”

~ ~ ~

On the third day, Noor taught Colette conversation.

They sat in the common room in the quiet hours before the evening meal, when the house smelled of cooking and the other women were bathing or sleeping, or sitting in small clusters, mending clothes and speaking in low voices. Noor brought a pot of mint tea and two cups and sat cross-legged on a cushion opposite of Colette.

“Men who come here,” she began, “they do not come only for the body. If they want only the body, they go to the harbor. Cheap. Fast. Lalla’s house is different. They come here because they want to feel…” She pressed her hand against her chest. “Important. Desired. Listened to.”

“So, I talk to them?” Colette asked.

“No, you listen. They talk. You listen as if every word is gold. You lean forward. You let your eyes go wide. You ask questions, small questions that make them say more. Men are…” She thought. “Thirsty. For someone to hear them. Their wives do not hear them, their servants do not hear them. You hear them. This is your first work, before anything else.”

“And if I do not understand what they are saying?”

“Some of them will speak French, but most will only speak Arabic. When you do not understand, you smile, you touch them here.” She placed her hand down on her own forearm, a light, brief contact. “And you say…” She spoke a phrase in Arabic, slowly.

“What does it mean?”

“Your voice is beautiful. Teach me your words.” Noor shrugged. “It works. They become the teacher. Men love to teach. It flatters them. And while they teach, they are not doing… other things. It gives you time. Control.”

Colette repeated the phrase until Noor was satisfied. Then Noor taught her three more: a greeting, a compliment on the man’s generosity, and a soft refusal that could redirect without offending. These were the basics, the survival phrases, the wayPére Augustin had once taught her the alphabet before the words.

“The most important thing,” Noor said, refilling the tea, “is to learn what he wants before he knows he wants it. Some men want to feel powerful. Let them lead. Some men want to feel gentle. Let them think they are being tender. Some men want to be punished.” She paused. “Those, you send to Fatima. She has the stomach for it. You and I, we work the men who want sweetness. Lalla will not waste your beauty on the rough ones. Not yet.”

“How do you know which kind the man is?”

“The hands,” Noor said. “Always the hands. Watch where they go first. A man who touches your face is looking for tenderness. A man who reaches for your waist wants to possess. A man who grabs your wrist…” She looked at Colette steadily. “That one wants control. Give him the feeling of it. Never the reality.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you are in charge, always, but he never knows. You guide him with your body, with your eyes. You set the pace. You decide where his hands go by putting your hands on him first, leading. If he becomes too rough, you distract him. Slow down, whisper something, pour more wine or tea. You are the current, Colette. He is the leaf.”

~ ~ ~

On the fourth evening, Noor told Colette it was time to practice.

She said it in the afternoon as they sat in the courtyard after the day’s dance lesson. Noor said simply, “You will take a man tonight. Not a paying guest. One of the guards. Lalla arranges it. He will be…” She considered. “Patient. He has done this before with new girls. You will do everything I have taught you and I will watch. After, I will tell you what you did right and what you did wrong.”

Colette’s throat tightened. She had known this was coming. She had known it since the collar was secured around her neck, since before that, since Khalida’s receiving room, since the auction, since the ship. She had known it every hour of every lesson. But knowing did not prepare the body for the moment when an abstraction became real.

“Which room?” she asked, because focusing on a practical question was easier than acknowledging what the question was about.

“The second,” Noor answered gently. “I will be in the armoire.”

“Will he know you’re there?”

“Yes, but he will not care. He is not here for pleasure. He’s here because Lalla ordered him to be.”

Colette nodded. She went to the kitchen and drank the tonic, which no longer made her gag, just left a dull bitterness at the back of her tongue. She bathed and oiled her skin, lined her eyes with kohl the way Noor had shown her, a steady single stroke, and she looked at her reflection in the cracked mirror in the sleeping room. She saw a stranger looking back. The collar sat against her throat. The kohl made her eyes larger, darker, older. Her hair, washed and combed, fell past her pale shoulders in dark waves.

She put on a sheer chemise and the embroidered vest that Noor had laid out for her. The vest was open in front, held closed by a single tie at her waist. The chemise was thin enough to show the outline of her body beneath it. She had never worn anything designed to reveal rather than conceal.

The guard’s name was Tariq. He was young, perhaps a few years older than Colette, with a short beard and calm, dark eyes. He was not large. He was not threatening. He entered the room and sat on the divan. He looked at Colette without hunger and without cruelty, indeed without much of anything but a mild, professional patience.

Colette poured the wine. Her hands were steady, but only with intense concentration on her part. She had practiced this, thanks to Noor. She sat next to him, not too close, and said the greeting in Arabic Noor had taught her, and he responded in Lingua Franca, slowly, and she understood enough to keep the conversation moving. She asked him about his work. He answered in short, plain sentences, barely more than a few words, but she leaned forward when he spoke and let her hand rest on his forearm, briefly, the way Noor had shown her.

When she poured the wine a second time, she moved closer. She could smell him–sweat, leather, the oil he used on his beard. His hand came to her waist. She let it settle there and resisted an overwhelming desire to flinch. She remembered Noor’s instructions: set the pace with your own hands first. She touched his jaw, turning his face toward her, and she kissed him because it was easier to initiate than to wait to be kissed.

His mouth was warm and tasted of the wine. He kissed her back carefully, without force, and his hands moved to her shoulders, slipping the vest down her arms. The chemise followed and she felt the air of the room against her skin. She took a breath and tried not to think about the cabin on Karim’s ship, because thinking about that would end her.

She guided his hands. She whispered the compliment Noor had taught her and he made a sound that might have been amusement or might have been appreciation. She let the sound carry her through the next part, the part where her body had to do what her mind refused to endorse, the part where she lay back on the divan and let him settle over her and she stared at the ceiling and she counted the carved shapes in the wooden beams and she breathed and she held herself together by the thinnest of margins.

It was not violent. It was not cruel. It was a transaction conducted with the efficiency of two people who both understood that it was a rehearsal. When it was finished, Tariq dressed without speaking and left. Colette lay on the divan for a moment, then rose and went to the basin to use the syringe, vinegar and… something, the way Noor had told her. She washed mechanically, thoroughly, the motions already becoming routine.

Noor emerged from the armoire. She did not ask if Colette was all right. She sat on the edge of the divan and picked up the wine cup and drank what remained.

“The greeting was good,” Noor said. “Your voice was warm. He believed you.”

“I was terrified.”

“Yes, but he did not see it. That is what matters.” She paused. “The kissing was too fast. You went to his mouth before he was ready. Next time, let the closeness build. Let him feel your breath on his skin before you give him your lips. The waiting is more powerful than the act.”

Colette blew out a breath. “What else?”

“Your hands went still when he was on top of you. Dead hands. A man notices dead hands, even one as bored as Tariq. You must keep your hands alive, on his back, on his shoulders, in his hair. Progress slowly, but keep them moving. Moving hands say… I am here with you. Still hands tell him you are somewhere else.”

Colette looked down at her hands. They were clasped in her lap, the knuckles white. She unclenched them. “What else?”

“The sounds. You were silent. Silent is very bad. Silent makes a man think he is failing, and a man who thinks he is failing becomes rough to prove he is not. You do not need to scream. Small sounds. A caught breath. A word. His name. It tell him he is doing well, and a man who believes he is doing well finishes faster.” Noor set down the empty cup. “Faster is better. Always.”

Colette stared at her. She felt something press behind her eyes, hot and insistent, and she blinked it back. “How do you do this? How do you teach this as if it were cooking or weaving?”

Noor looked at her for a long time. When she finally spoke, her broken French had a weight that transcended her words.

“Because it is. Weaving. Cooking. This. Work. The hands learn, the body learns. The heart…” She touched her chest. “The heart you put away, somewhere safe. Somewhere they cannot reach. You only take it out when you are alone, when the door is locked, when it is dark. But never when you are working. Never.”

She stood and smoothed her clothing and looked down at Colette with an expression that was not unkind but was very far from gentle.

“Tomorrow, again,“ Noor said. “Different guard. This time, I want to hear sounds.” She left the room and the bead curtain clattered behind her.

Colette sat on the divan in the lamplight with the taste of wine and vinegar in her mouth and the collar pressing against her throat and the creak of the house settling around her. She pressed her hands flat against her thighs and looked at them. They were still. She made them move, flexing the fingers, spreading them, curling them into fists and releasing. Alive hands. She practiced until the motion felt natural, or near enough, and then she went to the sleeping room and lay on her pallet and closed her eyes.

She did not take her heart out. Not tonight. Tonight it was safer where Noor had told her to keep it: somewhere deep, somewhere locked, somewhere the lamplight and the hands and the sounds could not reach.

She slept. She dreamed of lavender fields, and of Étienne’s voice calling from the harbor, and of a book with blank pages that she could not read no matter how long she stared at them.

In the morning, she woke before Noor’s hand touched her shoulder. She went to the kitchen and drank the tonic without being told. She washed and dressed and lined her eyes and stood in the courtyard in the grey dawn light and waited for the lesson to begin again.


CHAPTER TEN

The Guards and The Merchant

Noor had found Colette in the courtyard waiting. She did not say anything but led her straight to one of the upstairs rooms. The fourth one this time.

The air in the room was thick with anticipation; Colette thought she was prepared, thought that she was ready for Tariq, or someone like him. Noor sat on a low stool in the corner, her face a mask of practiced indifference, while a man Colette didn’t recognize stood by the door. He was another guard, at least he was dressed like one, but he looked so old that Colette couldn’t imagine what he would be entrusted to guard. His beard was still thick, but white as the foam of the sea, his eyes didn't seem to see Colette as a woman, but as a chore.

"This is Malek," Noor said, her voice cutting through the silence, straining her French. "He is not like Tariq. He is old and tired, and he doesn’t bring his own fire like Tariq did. You are expected to provide the heat he no longer possesses. You cannot just sit back and let yourself be taken. You will have to work for Malek."

She gestured to the guard. He stepped forward. He didn’t speak a word of Lingua Franca or French. When he looked at Colette, he let out a short, guttural sentence in Arabic that sounded like a command.

Colette froze, her instinct to retreat warring with the cold reality of her scarlet collar.

"He said you look like a cold fish," Noor translated dryly. "He has no interest in a girl who looks like she is waiting for a funeral. Move, Colette. Remember what you’ve learned. Be the active one. If he does not leave this room satisfied, you have failed."

Colette took a breath, trying to settle her soul. She stepped toward the man, old enough to be her grandfather. He didn't move to touch her; he simply stood there, his arms crossed over his chest, waiting with an expression of profound boredom.

She reached out, her fingers trembling as she touched the rough wool of his vest. She remembered Noor’s lesson: control the action. She let her palms slide upward, feeling the heat of his skin through the fabric. She forced herself to look up into his eyes, tilting her head back to expose the line of her throat—a gesture of vulnerability that was entirely manufactured.

The guard grunted, still unimpressed.

Colette realized she had to do more than just touch. She leaned in, her body brushing against his, and began to work at the fastenings of his belt. Her fingers felt clumsy, the leather stubborn. She could feel his gaze on the top of her head, heavy and judgmental.

"Closer," Noor prompted from the shadows. "Use your breath. A man who cannot understand your words must understand your heat."

Colette pressed her cheek against the guard’s chest, hearing the steady, slow thud of his heart. She remembered Noor’s observation of her time with Tariq and began to make little sounds that she hoped would sound like eagerness— soft, rhythmic sighs. She moved her hands with more purpose now, unfastening the troublesome belt, an unscripted sound of success escaping her lips.

She felt the moment his posture changed. The boredom in his eyes flickered, replaced by a low, simmering heat. He reached out, his large hand cupping the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her hair. He spoke again in Arabic, his voice a low growl.

"He says you should kneel," Noor said.

Colette steeled herself, a prayer starting and dying in the same breath. She pulled back just enough to catch his gaze again, offering a ghost of a smile—a lie told with her lips. She knelt before him, her movements fluid and deliberate, focusing on the task of his undressing as if it were the only thing in the world that mattered. She made sure her touch was constant, a sensory constant that left him no room to remain detached.

As the guard’s breathing hitched and his hands tightened on her shoulders, Colette felt the familiar, hollow ache in her chest. Her heart was locked away, safe in a small store room in the back of her mind, while her body was on the floor performing and learning her new role.

"Better," Noor whispered, the first hint of approval in her voice. "Now, make him believe he is the only man you have ever wanted."

Colette closed her eyes for a heartbeat, then opened them, shining with a false, bright hunger as they flashed up at Malek, and she went back to work.

She knew without being told what was expected of her, the position she was in left no doubt. She still tried to put it off, to delay with noises and gentle stroking. His musk was so much stronger, he wasn’t bored anymore. His tightening grip on her told her she could no longer delay.

Her lips parted and Colette welcomed him into her mouth. She focused on Noor’s words, control the action. She moved so he would not. She moaned before he did. She stoked his fire until his heat was white hot. Then she stood and led him to the divan, laid him on his back and climbed atop him, straddling him, taking him deep inside her. Colette took his hands and brought them to her breasts. Her body moved up and down, in a rhythmic rolling wave. She forced herself to make the right sounds, mimicking ecstasy.

Malek did not last long. He did not hold back. And once his release was had, he was bored again.

The room was silent save for the heavy, receding footsteps of the guard as he left the chamber. Colette sat on the edge of the divan, her breath still ragged, the phantom touch of the Malek still tingling against her skin. She reached for a silk wrap, her movements robotic, and covered her trembling shoulders.

Noor stood and stepped out from the corner, her expression unreadable. She walked to the small table, picked up the basin with the syringe, and handed it to Colette.

"You didn’t flinch when he took hold of you," Noor said, her voice unusually quiet. "And you didn't wait for him to dictate the pace. You took the lead. That is the difference between a girl who is used and a woman who survives."

Colette cleaned herself like Noor had taught her. "Is it enough?"

"For today, it is more than enough," Noor replied, placing a firm hand on Colette’s shoulder. It was not an embrace, but it was the closest thing to a gesture of pride Colette had felt since the raid. "You did well, Colette. Keep your heart locked away, and the rest is just work."

Noor moved toward the entrance, pausing at the beaded curtain. "You will have the next two days to practice. I will bring different men—different challenges. After that, your apprenticeship ends. You will take your place with the rest of us in the main room. You will be working."

~ ~ ~

The next forty-eight hours became a blurred montage of faces, smells, and sensations.

Her next man was slow and easily frustrated. Colette had to use her literacy of the body to anticipate his needs before he even felt them, guiding his hands with a gentle, faux-reverence that made him feel powerful despite his timid touch. She learned that a soft word whispered in his ear—even in a language he didn't understand—could act as a balm to his ego.

Then came a man with boundless energy and a rough, clumsy strength. He was like a storm, all thunder and no direction. Colette practiced the rhythmic, rolling waves Noor had taught her, using her core muscles to control the friction and the depth, ensuring he stayed focused on her body rather than his own aggression. She learned to use her hair as a veil, hiding the flash of disgust in her eyes when he released inside of her.

Finally, there was a man who refused to make a sound or even look her in the eye. Much like with Malek, she had to provide the entire performance herself—the sighs, the arch of her back, the frantic gasps of simulated ecstasy—to fill the silence that threatened to let the reality of her situation crash back in. She worked until her muscles ached and her throat was dry.

By the end of the second day, Colette stood in the bathhouse, scrubbing the scent of the last guard from her skin. Her hands no longer shook. She looked at her reflection in the polished bronze mirror—the scarlet collar around her neck, her eyes bright and hollow. The reality of what she was now did not wash off though. It sunk deep into her flesh and to her very soul, and she knew that the next man to have her would be a paying client, and he would push her over that threshold forever.

~ ~ ~

The main salon of Khalida’s pleasure house was a thick, intoxicating soup of jasmine incense, roasted lamb, and the sharp, metallic tang of sweat. For days, Colette had anticipated this room; now, she was part of its display.

She wore a gown of translucent silk the color of a bruised plum, the scarlet collar around her neck feeling heavier than it ever had in the training rooms. Around her, the other girls moved like colorful birds. Noor was across the room, reclining on a pile of cushions while a wealthy sea captain fed her honeyed dates. Noor’s eyes met Colette’s for a fleeting second—a sharp, grounding look that reminded her of her lessons.

Have I taken the tonic? Colette whispered to herself, yet again. Control the action, keep my heart locked away.

She moved through the crowd, practicing the swaying gait Noor had drilled into her. She stopped near a group of merchants, offering wine from a silver ewer. She didn't speak, but she listened, her mind cataloging the scraps of talk about spice prices in Alexandria and the movement of the Spanish fleet.

Suddenly, the crowd parted. Khalida approached, her silk robes sweeping the floor like a desert wind. Beside her stood a man who radiated the quiet, heavy authority of wealth. He was older, and fat, his beard neatly trimmed and silvered at the edges, wearing a kaftan of deep emerald brocade.

"Colette," Khalida said, her voice a velvet purr. "This is Hamza. He has traveled far from the Sublime Porte, and he finds our local flowers... lacking. I told him I had a rose from the north that had just begun to bloom."

Hamza reached out, his hand surprisingly gentle as he tilted Colette’s chin upward. His eyes weren't cruel; they were curious, weighing her value with the practiced gaze of a man who dealt in fine silks and rare spices. "A Frank, as you said," he remarked in accented Lingua Franca. "How long has she been yours?"

"This jewel has been mine for a week now, Effendi," Khalida replied. "Tonight is her debut."

With a nod from Khalida, the transaction was sealed. Colette felt a cold shiver go down her spine, but she didn't let it reach her face. She reached out, taking Hamza’s hand and placing it against her cheek for a heartbeat—a gesture of false intimacy she had learned among her many discoveries with the guards.

"Follow me, please, Sidi," she whispered.

She led him up the winding cedar staircase to a private room on the second floor. The room was dim, lit only by a pierced brass lantern that cast intricate geometric shadows across the silk-draped divan. The beads clicked as they walked past, the sounds of the salon faded into a dull hum.

Hamza sat on the edge of the divan, watching her. Colette didn't rush. She moved to the small table and poured a cup of mint tea, adding a drop of rosewater. She knelt at his feet, offering the cup with a submissive tilt of her head.

"You seem nervous, little rose," Hamza said, taking the cup.

"Not nervous, Sidi," Colette lied, her voice steady. "Only anxious to ensure your journey ends in comfort. I have heard that the men of the East are the most discerning in the world. I fear my simple French graces may not be enough for a man of your stature."

The flattery worked. Hamza smiled, the tension leaving his shoulders. "Graces are learned, child. But spirit? Spirit is born. Tell me of your home."

As she began to massage his shoulders, Colette told him edited stories of Cassis—not her family or the raid, but the beauty of the lavender fields. She made him feel as though he were the only man she had ever wanted to share these memories with. She took her lessons with Noor to heart and listened as he spoke of the markets in Istanbul, committing every mention of trade routes to her memory. She made him feel special, not just as a customer, but as a man of intellect.

When the conversation finally drifted away, Colette shifted her movements. She let her silken wrap slide from her shoulders, exposing the pale skin of her back to the lantern light. She moved into his space, her touch transitioning from the gentle pressure of a massage to the deliberate, lingering strokes of a lover.

She remembered Malek. She didn't wait for Hamza to command her. She became the active participant, her hands tracing the embroidery of his kaftan before helping him out of it. She used the small sounds—the sighs that seemed to catch in her throat, the soft gasps of feigned wonder as his hands found the curve of her breast.

As they laid on the divan, Colette could not retreat into the depths of her mind as she had with the first guard, allow herself to watch from a distance as her body performed the labor. She used the rhythmic, rolling motions Noor had taught her, her core muscles working with a precision that belied her desire to internally detach. She arched her back, letting her hair fall over her face like a curtain, hiding the fact that her eyes remained wide and observant even in the height of the act.

Hamza groaned, his fingers tightening around her flesh, convinced by the performance. He saw a girl overcome by his presence; Colette saw the galleys, riding in the wave and utter undoing.

When it was over, Hamza lay back, his breathing heavy and satisfied. He looked at her with a new warmth, reaching out to stroke her cheek. "I shall ask for you again, Colette," he murmured.

"I shall count the hours, Sidi," she replied, her voice a perfect imitation of devotion.

She rose to fetch the cleaning bulb and the basin, her face a mask of serene satisfaction for Hamza to see. The threshold had been crossed. She was no longer a girl in training; she was a woman of the dar al-farah, and she had just begun to collect the scars on her soul.

~ ~ ~

The shadow of Hamza’s departing figure had barely faded from her eyes when the tinkle of the bead curtain at the doorway sang. Khalida stepped into the room, the scent of her expensive ambergris perfume immediately cutting through the lingering musk of the encounter. She didn't look like a woman who had been lurking, but her timing was surgical.

Colette stood by the basin, a damp cloth in her hand trembling slightly. She began to pull her plum-colored silk wrap back over her shoulders, but Khalida raised a hand, gesturing for her to stop.

"Leave it," Khalida said, her dark eyes roaming over Colette with a terrifyingly clinical approval. "You look like a woman who has been well-used and well-compensated. Hamza left a heavy purse at the door. He spoke very highly of you. It seems you learned Noor's lessons very well."

Colette lowered her gaze, falling into the submissive posture that was becoming second nature. "I only did as I was taught, Lalla."

Khalida walked in a slow circle around her, trailing a finger along the line of Colette’s shoulder, avoiding the soft leather of the scarlet collar. "Tell me, my French rose. He was the seventh, was he not? The seventh man to taste of your fruit."

Colette’s heart skipped. She looked up, her eyes wide with genuine shock. She hadn't realized anyone was counting the men Noor had brought to the training room, nor known about Karim. "I... yes, Lalla. How did you know?"

"I know the weight of every breath taken under this roof," Khalida replied, a small, enigmatic smile playing on her lips. She reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind Colette's ear. "Seven. It is a sacred number, child. In the heavens, in the earth, and in the soul. To have your first true customer be the seventh man to touch you... it is an omen. Your time in this house will be blessed."

"Blessed," Colette whispered, the word tasting bitter in her mouth.

"Indeed," Khalida purred, seemingly oblivious to the girl's internal recoil. "The path is now open for you. You have the favor of the stars. Come, finish cleaning up now. Your debut is not yet finished and others would like to meet you. We will see what blessed number you reach by the end of the night."

With a final, proprietary pat on Colette’s cheek, Khalida vanished back into the shadows of outside the room, the rhythmic chime of her gold anklets fading away.

Colette sank onto the edge of the divan, the silk cool against her skin. Blessed. She turned the word over in her mind, a strangled laugh threatening to break past her lips. In Cassis, a blessing was a bountiful harvest or a safe return from a storm. Here, in the dar al-farah, a blessing meant her body was sturdy enough to endure the weight of strangers without breaking. It meant her face was beautiful enough to command a price that kept her owner happy.

To be "blessed" in a brothel was to be the most polished coin in the purse—destined to be passed from hand to hand until the edges were worn smooth and the image of the woman she used to be was erased entirely. She looked at the basin of cooling water and the scarlet collar reflected on its surface. If this was the favor of the stars, she wondered how much darker the sky could possibly get.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Pact and The Pledge

Colette learned the value of silence in the third week. Not the silence of obedience, which she’d mastered on the ship, or the silence of endurance, which she practiced every night in the upstairs room. This was a different kind. This was the silence of a woman pouring wine while two men discussed which corsair captain had been bribing the Ottoman governor, and whether the governor’s nephew would be appointed to command the western fleet or sold out to the Spaniards. The men spoke as if Colette were furniture, a brass lamp, a cushion. Something present in the room but incapable of comprehension.

They were wrong.

Colette’s Lingua Franca had improved rapidly under Noor’s instruction, and her Arabic, while still broken, was sufficient to catch the shape of a conversation even with the specifics eluded her. She had learned to read the cadence of a negotiation, the drop in volume that signaled a secret, the particular way a man leaned forward when he was about to name a price of a person. She did not need to understand every word. She needed to understand the architecture of the exchange, and the architecture was something she had always been able to read.

The first piece of intelligence she gathered was an accident. A Genoese merchant named Salvatore, who visited the house twice a week and who preferred Colette because she could speak French with him, mentioned over a second cup of wine that a Portuguese feitoria in the south was expecting a shipment of firearms. He said this casually, the way one mentions the weather, because he was the type of man who talked after sex to fill the silence, and because he did not believe the girl refilling his cup was capable of retaining what she heard.

Colette retained it. She stored the information the way she stored everything now: in the map, the internal ledger that had grown from a simple record of the bagno’s layout into something far more complex. Names, connections, dates, quantities. The map had no pages, it existed only in her memory, which made it both vulnerable and impossible to confiscate.

She did not know what to do with Salvatore’s information, so she filed it and waited.

~ ~ ~

The waiting lasted three days.

On the evening of the third day, Khalida summoned Colette to her private rooms after the last client had left. This was unusual. Khalida conducted most of her business during the day, and the summons came to Colette through Noor, delivered with a look that said nothing and meant everything.

Khalida’s rooms were behind the house’s only locked door at the end of a short corridor past the kitchen. Colette had never been inside. The room was small, simply furnished, and dominated by a writing desk of dark wood covered in papers, ledgers, and correspondence in at least three languages. A brass oil lamp burned low. The shutters were closed.

Khalida sat behind the desk. She did not offer tea.

“Close the door,” she said.

Colette closed the door.

“Hamza was pleased with you.”

“Thank you, Lalla.”

“He was so pleased that he came back three nights ago and asked for you specifically, and while you were pleasing him, he told you about a disagreement between the governor’s treasurer and the commander of the garrison over the division of the corsairs revenue. He told you this because he was trying to impress you with his knowledge of important men. Do you remember this conversation?”

Colette’s pulse quickened, but she kept her face still. “I remember that he spoke of the garrison, Lalla. I did not understand everything.”

“You understood enough to repeat the treasurer’s name to Noor the following morning.”

So Noor reported to Khalida. Colette should have anticipated this. She had been careless, testing Noor’s reaction to the name, trying to understand whether the information was valuable. Noor had given her nothing in return, and now Colette understood why. Noor’s nothing was something to Khalida.

“I was curious,” Colette said. “I did not mean to–”

“Stop.” Khalida raised one hand. “You are not in trouble. Sit down.”

Colette sat on the low stool opposite the desk. Khalida studied her for a long moment, the same assessing look she had used at the auction, but with a new dimension to it. She was recalculating.

“Every girl in this house hears things,” Khalida said. “Men are astonishingly careless with their secrets when they believe the listener is too stupid or too foreign to understand. Most of my girls are both. They hear sounds, not words. They could not repeat what was said to them if their lives depended on it. This is, in its way, useful. A house full of deaf women is a safe place for powerful men to talk freely.”

She paused. “But a house where one woman listens, who understands, who remembers. That is something else entirely. That is a precious resource.”

“You want me to spy on your clients, Lalla?”

“I want you to do what you are already doing, but with purpose. You listen. You remember.  You report to me. Not to Noor. To me, directly, the morning after. Everything you hear that concerns the governance of this city, the movements of the fleet, the rivalries between captains, the dealings of European consuls. Especially the consuls. They are the most indiscreet of all, because they believe that speaking in French or Italian makes them invisible in this city. It does not.”

“What do you do with what you learn, Lalla?”

Khalida’s expression did not change, but something had shifted, a door opened onto a room Colette had not been invited to see.

“I trade it. Information is currency in Algiers, Colette, as real as gold and considerably more portable. A corsair captain who knows that the Spanish fleet has moved south can raid an undefended coast. A merchant who knows that the price of silk will rise in three weeks can buy cheaply today. A woman who knows that the governor’s nephew is sleeping with his treasurer’s wife can ensure that neither man ever move against her. This house does not survive on the revenues from the rooms upstairs alone. It survives because the men who come here trust its discretion, and because I know things about everyone of them that they would pay dearly to keep quiet.”

After a moment, she added, “And because I know things that they would all pay just as dearly to know too.”

Colette absorbed this. The house was a web, and Khalida sat at its center, noticing every vibration. The girls were not just workers: they were feelers, and Colette, with her languages and her memory, was a better feeler than any of them.

“What do I receive in return?” Colette asked.

Khalida’s eyebrow rose. “You bargain with me now?”

“You are asking me to take a risk. If a client discovers I am reporting his private words, the consequences will fall on me, not on you, Lalla. That has a cost.  I would like to know what offsets it.”

The silence lasted several seconds. Then Khalida smiled; a thin, genuine expression that Colette had not seen before.

“Karim said you bargained with him, too. On the deck of his ship, in chains. He told me when he delivered you to the market. He said the French girl would be trouble.”

Colette swallowed but said nothing.

“What do you want?” Khalida asked.

“Information in return. I want to know what happened to my brother. He was separated from me at the bagno and taken with the boys. His name is Étienne. He is twelve. He is small for his age and he has brown hair and a scar on his left knee from falling on the rocks.”

Colette delivered the description with the flat precision she had learned on the ship, not letting the words carry the weight of what they meant. The scar on his knee.  She had cleaned that wound herself, two summers ago, pressing a rag against the bleeding skin while Étienne cried.

Khalida watched her. “I can make inquiries. The boys from the bagno are usually sold to households, as pages or kitchen servants. If he’s alive and in Algier, I can find out where, but I will tell you now: knowing where he is and reaching him are two very different things. Do not confuse the one with the other.”

“I understand, Lalla.”

“Do you? Because the last girl who tried to contact her family member was caught and sold to the quarries. I will not risk my house for sentiment.”

“I’m not asking you to risk anything, Lalla. I am asking you to tell me whether my brother is alive. That is information. You trade information. Let me earn it.”

Khalida regarded her for another long moment, then nodded once. “Bring me something useful. Then we will talk about your brother.”

~ ~ ~

Colette brought her something useful within a week.

A French consul’s secretary, a nervous man with damp hands and a taste for young women with dark hair, visited the house on a Tuesday evening. Colette was assigned to him. He drank too much wine and talked too freely about a ransom negotiation underway between the French crown and the mayor’s office for the release of six French sailors captured near Sardinia. He mentioned the sum being discussed, which was considerable, and he mentioned the way the governor’s negotiator was willing to accept half the stated price if the payments were made in gold instead of kharubs.

Colette repeated this to Khalida the following morning, word for word. Khalida listened without expression, asked two questions about the man’s exact phrasing, then dismissed Colette with a nod.

That evening, Khalida came to the sleeping room. The other women were in the salon. Colette was alone, sitting on her pallet, working through a set of Arabic phrases Noor had assigned her.

“Your brother is alive,” Khalida said. “He is called Sagheer now.”

The words landed on Colette’s chest and stayed there, heavy and warm. She did not move. She did not let her face give her away. She just took in the information.

“He was sold to a household in the upper city, to a spice merchant named Ibrahim. He works in the kitchen. He is fed. He has not been harmed.”

“How do you know he has not been harmed?” Colette whispered.

“Because Anbariz is one of my clients and his wife is one of my informants. She says the boy is quiet and obedient. He cries at night when he thinks no one can hear.”

Colette closed her eyes. She let the information wash over her–Étienne was alive. He was a short walk from where she was sitting. He cried at night. He was twelve years old and alone and he cried at night and she could not go to him.

She opened her eyes. “Thank you, Lalla.”

“Do not thank me. You earned it. And you will continue to earn.” Khalida paused at the doorway. “The information about the ransom negotiation was valuable. I have already used it. Bring me more and I will keep you informed about your brother.”

She left. Colette sat on the pallet and pressed her hands flat against her thighs and breathed. Alive. Fed. Cries at night. The words arranged themselves in her mind and she held them there, a small, bright point of certainty in the dark.

~ ~ ~

The discovery happened because of a letter.

Three weeks into her work as Khalida’s listener, Colette was cleaning one of the upstairs rooms after a client had departed. The man, a Venetian trader who dealt in North African leather, had left a folded paper on the low table near the divan. Colette picked it up, intending to set is aside for the room’s next use, when she saw it was a letter, written in Italian, addressed to a banker in Livorno.

She read it. She read it without thinking, the way one reads a sign on a wall, or a name on a door. Her eyes moved across the words and the words became meaning. The meaning was stored before she consciously decided to store it. The letter concerned  a shipment of coral from Tabarka, the names of two intermediaries in Tunis, and a request to delay payment until a certain galley had cleared the Strait of Gibraltar.

Colette did not hear Khalida enter the room.

“What are you doing?”

Colette looked up. Khalida stood in the doorway, her face unreadable. Colette looked at the letter in her hands, the Italian script visible between her fingers.

There was no point in lying. Khalida’s eyes had already moved from Colette’s face to the letter and back, and the calculation was already happening behind them.

“I was reading it,” Colette said.

“You read Italian?”

“I read French. Italian is close enough. I cannot speak it, but I can follow the written form.”

Khalida crossed the room and took the letter from Colette’s hand. She looked at it, then at Colette. “What does it say?”

Colette told her. She recited the contents as precisely as she could: names, the shipment, the request for delayed payment, the galley and the strait. She watched Khalida’s face as she spoke and saw something she had not seen there before; genuine surprise.

“I was told you could read before I bought you. I assumed you meant a few prayers, a catechism.”

“A priest taught me. He had manuscripts. Poetry, philosophy, some theology. I learned to read French fluently. Latin, enough to follow a mass. Italian, as I said, on the page.”

Khalida sat down on the divan, still holding the letter. She was quiet for long enough that Colette began to wonder if she had made a mistake. A literate slave could be a valuable asset, but she was also a dangerous one. A woman who could read letters could forge them. A woman who could write could send messages. A woman with this ability, in the wrong hands, might be worth more as a tool of espionage than as a worker in a brothel.

“Why did you not tell me this when I bought you?”

“Because the last man who knew I could read used the knowledge to break me.”

Khalida looked at her sharply. “Karim.”

“He saw the ink stain on my finger. He used it as leverage and then made me scrub his deck until the stain was scrubbed away.”

A silence, then Khalida set the letter down and folded her hands in her lap. When she spoke, her voice was quieter than usual, stripped of the performative authority she used in the salon.

“I am not Karim,” she said. “I do not destroy tools. I sharpen them. You can read French and follow Italian. Can you write?”

“Yes.”

“Then you are going to become far more useful to me than a girl who pours wine, spreads her legs, and remembers whispers. I receive letters, Colette. From merchants, from captains, from agents in Tunis and Oran, and Fez. Some of them write in French because they know I read it. Some write in Italian or Spanish because they know I cannot. I have been paying a Jewish translator in the harbor quarter to read these to me, but he is expensive and I do not trust him.”

She stood and walked to the writing desk. She opened a drawer and removed a small bundle of papers, perhaps a dozen, tied with a thin cord. She set them on the divan beside Colette.

“Read these. Tell me what they say. Not tomorrow morning. Now.”

Colette untied the cord and began to read. The letters were in Spanish and Italian, and one was in a hand so cramped she had to hold it up to the lamp to decipher it. She read each one aloud, translating into French as she went, pausing to clarify names and sums.

The letters were a window into a world she had only glimpsed through the fragments she overheard in the upstairs rooms. Here, it was laid on in ink: a corsair captain requesting Khalida’s help securing an audience with the city’s treasurer. A Genoese banker asking whether a certain shipment had cleared customs. A brief, coded note from someone in Oran warning that the sultan’s grip on Fez was weakening and the pretender in the south was gathering support. A longer letter from Tunis describing the Ottoman governor’s efforts to consolidate control of the western Mediterranean and the resistance he was meeting from the independent corsair captains who did not want to become servants of Istanbul.

Khalida listened to each one without interruption. When Colette finished the last letter, the lamp burned low and the house was quiet.

“The note from Oran,” Khalida said. “The one about the sultan. Read it again.”

Colette read it again. It was short, perhaps fifty words, written in a stiff, formal style. The ruling sultan was losing control of the trade routes south of the Atlas Mountains. The sultan’s family, who claimed to be descendants of the Prophet, had taken the city of Marrakech and were moving north. The writer believed Fez would fall within two years. He wanted Khalida to pass this assessment to the man in Algiers whose name was rendered with a single initial: S.

“Who is S?” Colette asked.

Khalida took the letter back and folded it. “That is not of your concern. Your concern is the letters. From tonight, you will read every piece of correspondence that comes into the house. You will summarize each one for me every morning. You will write my replies when I dictate them. And you will speak of this to no one. Not Noor, not the other girls, not the men you service. This is between you and me.”

“And my brother?” Colette asked.

“Your brother remains where he is, alive and fed. I will continue to monitor his situation. In return, you will continue to bring me what you hear and you will read what I cannot. This arrangement is to our mutual benefit. Do you agree?”

“Yes, Lalla.”

“My goodwill is worth more than anything you can negotiate, Colette.”

Colette said nothing.

“There is one more thing. You asked me what I do with the information I collect. I will tell you now, because you are a part of it. This city is balanced on a point. The Ottoman governors want control. The corsair captains want independence. The European powers want trade and the return of their captured citizens. The exiled Moors want to retake the Andalusia, which will never happen but which they will never stop wanting. And across the border in the Sharifian Empire, a dynasty is about to fall. Every one of these factions sends men to my house. Every one of them believes that the pillow is a safe place to talk. It is not. It is the most dangerous place in all of Algiers, and you and I are the ones who make it so.”

Khalida picked up the lamp and moved toward the beaded curtain. “Sleep now. Tomorrow there will be letters waiting and new clients in the evening, a Spanish renegade who commands three galleys out of Port of Bejaia. He will want to talk about himself. Let him.”

Khalida slipped through the curtain and was gone. Colette sat in the dark room and felt the weight of what had just shifted. She was no longer merely a body in Khalida’s house. She was an instrument, tuned and pointed, and the information that flowed through her had value that extended beyond the walls of this building.

She thought ofPére Augustin, who had pressed the manuscript into her hands and told her that literacy was a form of grace. He could not have imagined this use for his gift to her. A girl reading stolen letters in a brothel in Algiers, trading secrets for news and for her brother, building a map of a world that was on the verge of tearing itself apart.

But the gift was hers, and she was using it. Étienne was alive and the map was growing. For the first time since the collar was buckled around her throat, Colette felt something other than endurance.

She felt leverage.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Lust and Love

A few months at the house had transformed Colette into something that she barely recognized. Fourteen weeks of selling little bits of her body and her soul to buy tidbits of information. Fourteen weeks of growing fame and desire. Fourteen weeks of countless men and secrets. Fourteen weeks that had calloused Colette to how countless the men had really become. 

Colette stood before the tall bronze glass in the corner of the salon, no longer the trembling girl who bit the inside of her cheek to keep from weeping. Her movements were fluid, deliberate. Her finger slowly traced the line of her shoulder to the supple leather of her collar—the scarlet band now a permanent part of her identity, though she had learned to wear and shed the shame it was meant to carry. Her Arabic was no longer a series of stutters; it was a low, melodic weapon, flavored with the courtly nuances she had stolen from the lips of merchants and viziers.

"Hassan approaches," Noor whispered from her shoulder, her voice tight. "Be careful, little one. The Council has had a long day at the Diwan, and Hassan likes to remind the world that he is the master of all he surveys."

Colette didn't turn. She merely adjusted the kohl beneath her eyes. "Let him come. A man who needs to humiliate a woman is merely a man who fears his own insignificance. I will give him the mirror he requires."

Hassan, a senior member of the Algiers City Council, did not approach her so much as he invaded her space. He was a man of vast girth and even vaster ego, smelling of stale tobacco and expensive oud. He didn't look at Colette’s face; he looked at her as a tax collector looks at a ledger. Colette knew him and his dance, and dutifully led him to one of the rooms upstairs.

"Kneel," he barked in Arabic, before the beaded curtain at the doorway had even stopped moving.

Colette sank to the floor with a grace that made the act look like a choice rather than a command. She kept her spine straight, her eyes lowered just enough to feign submission while her mind began its work.

"I am told you are the most clever tongue in the dar al-farah," Hassan sneered, dropping heavily onto the divan. He kicked off his leather slippers. "They say you read books. Tell me, does your 'education' make you feel superior to the men who pay for your breath?"

"If I may, Sidi," Colette replied, her Arabic was simple, but smooth as polished silk. "My education only teaches me how best to serve a mind as vast as yours. A book is merely paper until a wise man fills it with his thoughts."

Hassan grunted, clearly pleased by the flattery but unwilling to let go of his cruelty. He reached out with a foot, pressing his heel into the soft meat of her thigh, forcing her legs to spread uncomfortably. "History is written by the strong. You are nothing but the ink."

He began his ritual of humiliation. He commanded her to describe her own capture in the most degrading terms, mocking the "weakness of the Frankish dogs" who couldn't protect their women. He made her crawl to fetch his pipe, then intentionally blew smoke into her eyes, watching for the flinch that would signal his victory.

But Colette had mastered this part of the act. Inside the store room of her mind, she was observing the way he leaned—the slight tremor in his left hand, the way he mentioned the "troublesome Spanish blockade" when he thought he was merely venting. Every insult he hurled was a distraction; every demand he made gave her more time to pick his pockets of information.

"Sidi is troubled by the harbor's congestion," she murmured, her hands moving over his calves with expert pressure, finding the tension points. "It must be difficult to manage the grain shipments when the Janissaries are so... demanding of the docks."

Hassan froze, his eyes narrowing. "What does a jariya know of grain?"

"Only what I have been told by the wise men around me, Sidi," she said, leaning in so the silk of her bodice brushed his knee. She looked up at him, her eyes wide and seemingly vacant of anything but adoration. "They say the Council is wise to withhold the shipment until the price in Istampali peaks. It shows a... masterful hand."

Hassan’s pride overrode his caution. He laughed, a wet, guttural sound. "Masterful? It is a strangulation. By the time I release the fleet, the Querini will be begging to pay double in gold just to feed their peasants."

Colette felt the thrill of the kill. Istampali. Gold. Three weeks.

To keep him from realizing he had spoken too much, she shifted the work. She moved, laying her head on his lap, her fingers bulge under his robes. She leaned down lower, whispering a string of practiced, heated Arabic that made the bulge twitch—words that promised a submission so total it would make him feel like a god.

She let him be the master. She played the part of the broken, conquered thing, allowing him to use his hands with a roughness that would leave bruises on her arms tomorrow. She made the small sounds of a woman who was being overwhelmed, all while her internal ledger was recording the names of the three captains he had mentioned.

When Hassan finally slumped back, sated and smug in his perceived dominance, he tossed a heavy gold coin onto the floor near the door.

"Clean yourself, little ink-blot," he spat. "You are useful, if nothing else."

As he left, Colette picked up the coin. She didn't look at it. She walked to the basin, her face settling back into a mask of cold, sharp intelligence. Hassan thought he had humiliated her. In reality, he had just paid a very high price for the privilege of giving her more of his secrets.

She cleaned up in a manner that showed it was now second nature to her, then made her way to Khalida to report on her time with Hassan and Istampali.

~ ~ ~

The air in the private suite felt different when Captain Dramalu visited. The incense wasn't the heavy, masking musk favored by men like Hassan; instead, a single stick of sandalwood burned, trailing a thin, elegant ribbon of smoke toward the cedar-beamed ceiling.

Dramalu sat by the window, his Janissary uniform—the high white felt cap and the embroidered dolman—discarded on a chair. He wore only a light linen tunic, looking less like the commander of an elite infantry unit and more like a man who had spent his day reading Rumi.

Colette approached him, not with the performative sway of the salon, but with a quiet, grounded grace. She carried a small bowl of pomegranates and a sharp, silver paring knife.

"You are quiet tonight, Dramalu," she said, her Arabic flowing with a soft, melodic lilt. She didn't kneel. With him, she was different; she didn't have to hide as much of herself in the store room of her mind, because he didn't seek to break her down.

"The world is loud, Colette," Dramalu replied, reaching out to take her hand. He did not pull her down; he simply held her fingers, tracing the lines of her palm. "The barracks smell of oil and iron. The Diwan smells of greed. Only here does it smell of something pleasant."

Colette sat beside him on the low window seat. She peeled a section of the fruit, her fingers staining pink, and offered it to him. He took it, but his eyes stayed on hers. There was a melancholy in his gaze that she had learned to recognize—the weariness of a man whose hands were forced to destroy things while his heart wished to build them.

"Read to me," he whispered.

Colette reached into a hidden niche behind the headboard and pulled out a small, leather-bound volume—a collection of Persian verses translated into Arabic. This was their ritual. While other men demanded she be a doll or a dog, Dramalu demanded she be a poet.

As she read, carefully sounding out the words, his hand moved to the back of her neck, his thumb stroking the edge of the scarlet collar. Usually, the touch of a man on that leather band felt like a brand, but Dramalu’s touch was different—it was an acknowledgment of the weight she carried.

"You have a poet's voice," he murmured, his own voice thick with a genuine, quiet affection. "It is a tragedy of the age that you are bound to this house and this fate."

When the book was eventually set aside, the transition to intimacy was not a conquest. There were no barked commands, no forced humiliations. Dramalu drew her toward him with a slow, deliberate heat. He kissed her forehead, then her eyelids, treating her body not as a territory to be seized, but as a garden to be tended.

When they made love, Colette found she had to be even more careful. Dramalu sought her out—the real her. He moved with a rhythmic, reverent patience, his eyes locked on hers, searching for the spark of the girl he wished to meet. He didn't want the small sounds of a performance; he wanted the shaky, honest breath of a woman who felt safe, if only for an hour.

She arched her back beneath him, her fingers tangling in his hair, and for a fleeting moment, she was that woman. She allowed herself to feel the warmth of his skin, the sincerity of his touch, and the devastating sweetness of being seen as a person rather than a prize.

Afterward, as they lay tangled in the damp silks, Dramalu watched the moonlight filter through the lattice screen.

"I have heard whispers of the Council's grain plans," he said softly, his voice barely a breath against her shoulder. "Hassan is a fool. He thinks the Spanish are the only sharks in the water. If the fleet moves before the moon is full, they sail into a trap."

Colette froze, her internal ledger snapping open even as she remained cradled in his arms. Dramalu knew she listened. He was kinder than most, but what they had was not love. It was as far from love as what she had with Hassan, just from the other end of the compass rose.

"The moon is half-full now," Colette whispered, tracing a scar on his ribcage.

"Then the Spanish have seven days to prepare," Dramalu replied. He turned, kissing the hollow of her throat just above the scarlet collar. "And I have seven days to visit this room before I must lead the Janissaries to the docks."

Colette held him tighter, the blessing of the house feeling heavy once more. She was a spy, and more, and he was a soldier and her mark, yet in the quiet dark of the dar al-farah, they were simply two souls trying to survive the waves that would drown them both.

~ ~ ~

The salon was cool and quiet this night. Not many had ventured out in this storm. Just off shore, in the Mediterranean, the lightning rolled slowly past the city, but the atmosphere inside was thick with the suffocating weight of indifference.

The merchant’s name was Omar al-Fassi. He was a man of middle years, with a frame that was neither soft nor hard, but possessed the sturdy, weathered quality of old leather. He did not look at Colette when she entered. He sat and talked with the few men present, meticulously peeling a blood orange with a silver knife, his eyes fixed on the fruit as if it held the secrets of the Levant.

Colette felt the familiar tightening of her scarlet collar. This was a different kind of labor. With Hassan, it was about endurance; with Dramalu, it was about softness; but Omar was his indifference.

"Sidi has traveled far," Colette said, her voice a low, honeyed invitation in Arabic. She knelt at his feet, her silk skirts pooling around her like a spill of wine. "I have heard the markets of Algiers have been quiet waiting for your return."

Omar didn't even look up. "The markets are never quiet, girl. They are only waiting for someone with the courage to bleed them."

He popped a slice of orange into his mouth, his jaw moving with a slow, mechanical rhythm. He was a man who had seen everything, tasted everything, and owned enough of everything to be bored by it all. To a man like Omar, a jariya was merely furniture that breathed.

Colette knew she had to work for every inch of ground. She reached out, her fingers grazing his knee, but he didn't flinch or lean in. He remained a statue of commerce. She risked the false propriety of the salon. She began to massage his calves, her touch firm and rhythmic, using the techniques Noor had taught her to stimulate a male body.

"The French merchants in the port are nervous," she murmured, leaning closer so the scent of her jasmine-oiled skin would fill his senses. "They speak of a new tax on the spice routes. They say only a man with a seat on the Great Council could have orchestrated such a... brilliant squeeze."

Omar’s eyes flickered. A hit. "The French are always nervous. It is their natural state."

Colette shifted her position, rising to her knees and pressing her body against his side. She moved her hands upward, tracing the heavy embroidery of his kaftan, her fingers searching for the skin beneath. She had to be a huntress tonight—more than active, she had to be the spark for a fire that was nearly out.

With more talk of French merchants she coaxed him upstairs, to the rooms where she was both domina and slave.

She began to undress him, her movements slow and deliberate. Every time she bared a patch of his skin, she followed it with a kiss or a lingering stroke of her tongue. She used the small sounds of a woman who was losing herself in the mere scent of him, crafting a performance of desperate attraction designed to feed a middle-aged man’s fading ego.

"Tell me, Sidi," she whispered against his neck, her breath hot. "Is it true the ships from the West are being redirected? My heart trembles at the thought of the harbor being so empty... and so vulnerable."

Omar grunted, finally reaching out to grip her chin. His fingers were cold. "You ask many questions for a jariya. Perhaps you should focus on that."

He pushed her down onto the silks. There was no passion in his movement, only a clinical curiosity. He watched her as she worked to pleasure him, her hands and mouth tireless, her body arching and swaying in a choreographed dance of simulated ecstasy. She had to use every muscle, every trick of breath and friction to draw a reaction from him.

The physical toll was exhausting. Her jaw ached, and her knees were bruised against the floor, but she kept her eyes on his face, watching for the moment the indifference cracked.

Finally, as she used her core to dictate a slow, grinding pace that forced his breath to hitch, the merchant’s guard dropped. He leaned back, his eyes closing, and his hand gripped the silk sheets so hard the divan groaned.

Colette felt his release, while her body worked with a feverish intensity to bring him to a cold, transactional finish, her mind was working just as feverishly to draw out more words from him.

When Omar finally slumped back, sated but still fundamentally detached, he reached for his orange and knife as if he had never stopped peeling. He tossed her a small slice of the fruit, the sweet juice, refreshing and mocking as it slid down her throat.

Then, almost unexpectedly, "The ships... they aren't being redirected," he rasped, the words slightly distorted as he chewed. "They are being held at Cape Caxine. The Bey wants the tribute in silver this time, not goods. Three days... then they head here and you’ll have all the sailors you wish."

Colette rose, her limbs heavy and marked by his emission. She had worked twice as hard for half the pleasure, but she had Cape Caxine. She had the date. She watched him dress in silence, and cleaned herself. She had succeeded in both her jobs.

~ ~ ~

The night was unseasonably humid, the air thick with the smell of another coming storm. In the main salon, the man stood out not because of his wealth, but because of his energy. He was younger than the Council members, only five years Colette’s senior, with skin bronzed to the color of dark honey and eyes the startling, turbulent green of the sea after a gale.

“Diego,” Khalida whispered to Colette as he approached. “The Granadan renegade visits you again. He may call himself Jafar now, but that Spanish fire still burns in his veins. Just returned from his last raid off the coast of Italy. His pockets are heavy, and his blood is hot. Find out where his ships are to next.”

When Jafar looked at Colette, he didn't look at her like a conqueror or a poet. He looked at her with a raw want that made the hair on her arms stand up.

Upstairs, they had barely passed the doorway’s beaded curtain before he reached for her. There was no tea, no preamble. He stepped into her space, and for the first time since his last visit, Colette forgot about the store room in her mind.

"My flower from the north," he said, his voice a low, rough rasp. His Arabic was perfect, but it carried the ghost of a Spanish lilt. "I can taste the lavender and the cold rain on you."

"I am whatever the Sidi wishes me to be," Colette began, her voice slipping into the rehearsed, melodic tone of the jariya.

"Don't," he snapped, his hand shooting out to grip her waist. He didn't squeeze to hurt, but to awaken her. "Do not give me the doll's dance. I have seen enough masks to last a lifetime. I want the woman who survived the hold."

He pulled her flush against him. Unlike the soft bellies of the merchants or the weary muscles of Dramalu, Jafar was all corded strength and restless energy. When he kissed her, it was neither a command nor a request; it was a collision. It was desperate, flavored with salt and the metallic tang of adrenaline.

Colette’s breath hitched. She tried to retreat into the darkness where she could observe and record, but Jafar would not let her. His hands were everywhere—mapping the curve of her hips, the dip of her spine—with a hunger that felt terrifyingly mutual.

He moved her toward the divan, his movements frantic as he stripped away his tunic. Colette saw the scars on his back—the marks of a galley slave who had fought his way to the captain’s deck. He was a mirror of her own trauma, turned inside out into aggression.

As he pressed her into the silks, Colette felt a terrifying heat blooming in her chest. It was not the manufactured warmth she gave the others; it was a sharp, jagged ache. When he entered her, he didn't do so with the arrogance of a master, but with the ferocity of a man trying to find home in a storm.

For the first time, the small sounds she made were not a performance. They were torn from her throat, honest and raw. She found herself reaching for him, her nails digging into the muscles of his shoulders, her body arching to meet his with a hunger that shamed her. She wasn't just being taken; she was wanting. She was chasing the sensation, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

The pleasure was a physical assault, shattering every wall inside her. For one blinding, agonizing moment, she wasn't a spy or a slave. She was just a woman, drowning in the scent of a man who understood the language of loss as well as she did.

Afterward, as they lay in the sweat-dampened sheets, the silence was deafening. Jafar lay with his head on her chest, his breathing heavy.

"I raid the shores I once called home," he whispered into the dark, his voice stripped of its bravado. "I take what was taken from me. Do you hate me for it, little rose?"

Colette stared at the ceiling, her body still humming with the aftershocks of a desire she had not given permission to exist. She felt vulnerable, as if the scarlet collar around her neck had suddenly tightened, cutting off her air.

If she could feel this for him—if her body could betray her so completely to a man who lived by the sword and the slave-chain—then what was she? Was she any better than the men she spied on?

Can I love a monster? The thought terrified her. If she loved him, she lost her armor. If she loved a raider, she betrayed the girl from Cassis who had watched her village burn and had her innocence stolen.

"I do not know," she whispered, her voice trembling.

Jafar shifted, looking up at her with those sea-green eyes, searching for the slave and finding only the girl. He kissed her again, gently this time, and Colette felt the foundations of her world shifting. The information she usually gathered—the ship counts, the names, the gold reserves—went ungathered. All she could think about was the heat of his skin and the devastating realization that her heart was no longer safe in its store room. It had been dragged out into the light, and it was burning.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Trap and the Cage

Eighteen months after the raid on Cassis, Colette woke in a bed with clean sheets, ate a breakfast of flatbread and honey, drank strong coffee, dressed in a chemise of Damascene silk, and realized she could no longer remember the sound of her mother’s voice.

She stood in the courtyard with the coffee still warm in her hand and tried to summon it. She could see her mother clearly: the worn hands, the gray-streaked hair pulled back from a face that had been pretty once and was now merely kind, the particular way she tilted her head when she was listening, especially to Étienne. But her voice was gone. The sound of it, the pitch, the rhythm of her French, the way she said Colette’s name, all of it had been overwritten by eighteen months of Arabic and Lingua Franca and the voices of men who she did not love.

Colette set the coffee down on the fountain’s edge and pressed her fingers against her temples. She tried to hear Étienne’s voice and found it dimmed. She could hear it if she concentrated intensely, the high, bright chatter of a twelve-year-old boy–thirteen now, she realized with a start–talking about fish or boats or the sea. But she had to work for it now. It did not come unbidden. It did not arrive in her dreams. It had to be retrieved, deliberately, from a place that was growing more distant by the day.

The lavender of her village she could not smell at all. She had not been able to smell it for months. Sometimes, while peeling an orange in the kitchen, a hint of something floral would cross her senses and she would stop and hold the fruit to her nose and wait, but it was always the orange and never the lavender, and the waiting itself was becoming a kind of grief she could not name.

She was forgetting. Not the facts: she could recite the names of every family in Cassis, the layout of the harbor, the path from the cottage to the church, the exact location of Pére Augustin’s vestry table and the manuscripts that covered it. The facts were intact in her head. What was dissolving was the texture, the smell and the sound and the feel of a life that had been hers and was now only a vague recollection. She was losing Cassis the way a lamp loses its flame, slowly, then all at once.

And the worst part, the part that frightened her more than any client or cruelty Khalida could devise, was that she was not unhappy.

The house had been good to her. Not kind–Khalida’s house was never kind. But it had been good in a way that a cage is good to a well-fed bird: the perch was comfortable, the seed was plentiful, and the bars were so beautifully constructed that it was possible, on certain mornings, to mistake them for ornament.

Colette’s position in the house had risen steadily. She was Khalida’s reader, her translator, her primary intelligence collector. She handled correspondence in three languages. She briefed Khalida each morning on what she had heard the previous night, and Khalida, in turn, gave her information that no other woman in the house possessed: the political landscape of Algiers, the shifting alliances, the names and vulnerability of every significant man in the city.

Clients had noticed the change. Colette was no longer merely the beautiful Frank with the red collar. She was the one who could discuss the spice trade in Lingua Franca and recite Persian poetry in passable Arabic, and make a man feel, for the duration of his visit and sometimes beyond, that he was the most fascinating person she had ever met. She was requested by name. She was tipped in gold rather than silver or copper. She ate better than any woman in the house except for Khalida herself, and she wore silk because silk attracted the kind of client who spent the most and talked the most and left the most valuable information on the pillow.

She had her own shelf in the sleeping room. She had a second chemise and a pair of the softest leather slippers. She had a comb of carved bone that a Genoese merchant had given her, and a small glass vial of rosewater that Noor had pressed into her hand on the anniversary of her arrival, saying nothing, the gesture itself the only acknowledgement of the date.

These were small things. In Cassis, they would have been unremarkable. Here, they were wealth. Here, they marked her as someone who had risen, who had found a way to make the cage livable, and who was, if she were being honest with herself, growing accustomed to its confines.

That was a danger.

~ ~ ~

Farah noticed the danger before Colette did.

Farah had been Khalida’s most requested woman before Colette arrived. She was Andalusian, the daughter of Moors who had fled Granada a generation earlier, and she possessed the kind of beauty that stopped conversations; dark eyes in a face of geometric perfection, a full mouth that seemed designed for the specific purpose of making men lose their judgment, if not their mind. She spoke four languages fluently. She danced with a precision that made Noor look unrehearsed. She had been in the house for five years and she had spent all of them building a position that Colette had undermined in eighteen months.

The rivalry had been quiet at first. Small omissions. A message from a client not passed along. A room left unprepared when Colette was expecting a guest. A remark in Arabic, spoken too quickly for Colette to catch, that made the other women laugh in a way that excluded her. Colette had absorbed these with the same studied blankness that she brought to difficult clients. She kept them but did not respond.

Then Farah stopped being quiet.

It happened on a Thursday evening. Colette was in the salon, serving wine to a small group of Ottoman officers when Farah crossed the room and stopped directly in front of her.

“The Frank is looking tired tonight,” Farah said in Arabic, addressing no one in particular, but speaking loud enough for the officers to hear. “Perhaps she has been spending too much time reading letters and not enough time learning how to satisfy a man properly. I hear Dramalu has been visiting less often.”

The room shifted and conversations thinned. The officers looked from Farah to Colette with the alert interest of men who understood that conflict between women was a spectacle worth watching.

Colette set the wine on the table. She looked at Farah and measured the situation the way she had learned to measure every situation in this house: quickly, coldly, with an eye toward consequences. Farah was trying to damage her reputation in front of clients. If Colette responded with anger, she would look unstable. If she said nothing, she would look weak. If she deferred to Farah, she would lose standing she could not afford to lose.

“Farah is generous to concern herself with my clients,” Colette said in Arabic, her voice warm and unhurried. “I am fortunate to serve beside a woman of such experience. Perhaps she might teach me whatever technique has kept the officers of the garrison so devoted to her for so many years.”

It was a compliment with a blade imbedded inside it. The word ‘years’ landed where Colette intended it: on Farah’s age, on the length of her service, on the fact that she had been in the house longer than most, and that this longevity was not, in the economy of a house such as this, an advantage.

Farah’s smile did not waver, but her eyes narrowed. She said something in rapid Arabic that Colette did not fully catch, then she turned and walked away. The officers returned to their conversation and the moment had passed.

But Colette felt a change in their relationship, permanent and unresolvable. Farah would not forget, and Farah would not stop.

Noor confirmed this later in the sleeping room, speaking in the low voice she used when the walls might be listening.

“She went through your things while you were with Dramalu last week,” Noor said. “She did not find anything as there was nothing to find, but she looked.”

“What was she looking for?” Colette asked.

“Proof that you are more than what you appear to be. She knows Lalla favors you, but she does not know why. A woman who does not know why is more dangerous than a woman who does, because she will invent reasons that are far worse than the truth.”

“What reasons?”

Noor shrugged. “She has told two of the other women that you are Lalla’s spy. That you report on everyone in the house. That you are the reason Aisha was sold last month.”

“Aisha was sold because she stole from a client.”

“Yes, but Farah says you are the one who told Lalla. She says you are the eyes and ears of the house and that none of us are safe. She is building a story, Colette. A story in which you are the villain and she is the protector of the other women. It is clever. I would respect it if she was not aiming at you.”

Colette lay back on her pallet and stared at the ceiling. Farah’s campaign was more sophisticated than she had assumed. Farah was isolating Colette from the other women, constructing a narrative that would make any alliance with Colette feel like a betrayal of the group. If it worked, Colette would find herself almost alone in a house full of people, which was exactly where Farah wanted her.

“What do you think I should do?” Colette asked.

Noor was silent for a long time. Then, “I think you should talk to Lalla. This is not a fight you can win among the women. It is a fight that has to be managed from above.”

~ ~ ~

Khalida called Colette to her rooms the following afternoon.

“Farah came to see me this morning,” Khalida said while she poured tea, something she rarely did for any of the girls. “She told me you insulted her in front of three Ottoman officers. She suggested that your arrogance is becoming a liability.”

“Farah insulted me first,” Colette said. “I responded in a way that did not damage the house’s reputation.”

“Yes, I heard the full account from Noor. You handled it well. That’s not why I called you here.”

Khalida set the teapot down and folded her hands. “Farah is a problem I have been managing for some time. She is skilled, she is beautiful, and she is angry. She was the center of this house before you arrived, and she has watched you take that position from her, piece by piece. She will not accept it quietly.”

“Then sell her, or at least reprimand her. She is undermining your authority, Lalla, not just tormenting me.”

“She is also my second-highest earner. She has clients who will not see anyone else. And she has been here long enough to know things about this house that I would prefer remained private.”

Colette understood. Farah was dangerous to remove and dangerous to keep. The same qualities that made her effective: her intelligence, her ambition, her refusal to submit quietly, made her a threat to anyone around her.

“So what do you want me to do, Lalla?” Colette asked.

“I want you to manage her. Keep her close enough that she cannot move against you without your knowledge. Give her small victories when the cost to you or me is low. Let her believe she is winning the battles that do not matter. But never give her access to what we do together–the letters, the intelligence, the correspondence. She suspects you have a special arrangement with me. Let her suspect you spy on the other girls, that will keep her eyes on something else. Suspicion she can live with. Certainty would make her desperate and reckless.”

“But then the other girls will hate me.”

“That seems like a fair price to keep our secret.”

“Yes, Lalla,” Colette whispered. “You are asking me to play a game with someone who has been playing it longer than I have.”

“I am asking you to do what you have been doing since the day you arrived in this house: survive by being smarter than the people around you. Farah is cunning, but she is not patient. She will overreach. When she does, I will deal with her. Until then, you bide your time.”

“What if I lose, Lalla?”

“Then you’ll be the one dealt with.”

Colette drank the tea. It was mint, sweetened with honey, and it was good. Everything in this house was good: the tea, the food, the silk, the clean water, the certainty of a bed and a roof and a routine that was predictable even if it was degrading. She drank and she thought about the girl who had stood on the cliff path above Cassis with crushed lavender between her fingers and wanted more than a fisherman’s wife’s life.

She had gotten more. She had gotten so much more that it had swallowed her.

“Lalla, may I ask you something?”

“You may ask.”

“How long have you been here?”

Khalida’s expression did not change. “In this house?”

“In Algiers.”

“Twenty-two years,” she answered without hesitation. “I was brought from Anatolia when I was younger than you are now. I wore a collar not so different from yours. I served a woman not so different from me, though she was less clever and considerably less patient. When she died, I bought my freedom and this house with the money I had saved and information I had collected, and I rebuilt it into what it is today.”

“Do you remember your home?”

Khalida drank her tea. She set the cup down and aligned it precisely with the edge of the desk, a small, meaningless gesture that told Colette more about the woman than any words she had spoken.

“In the first year, every day. In the second year, every week. By the fifth year, I had stopped wishing and began building. There comes a moment, Colette, when you realize that the life you had is gone and the only life available to you is the one in front of you. You can spend your time mourning what was taken, or you can take hold of what remains and make something of it. I chose to make something. This house, this business, this position. It is not the life I would have chosen, but it is mine, and no one will take it from me again.”

Khalida leaned forward. “I tell you this not as a lesson but as a warning. You are twenty years old. You are intelligent, you are resourceful, and you are beautiful. All of these qualities have a duration of their own. The intelligence will last. The resourcefulness will last as long as you use it. The beauty will fade. The men who request you by name now will request a younger woman in five years. This is not cruelty, it is the way things work. The question is what you will do in the time you have while things are still in your favor.”

“And if what I want to build is a way out?”

Khalida looked at her for a long time. The lamp flickered and the shadows moved across the walls behind her.

“Then you are not ready to hear what I am telling you,” Khalida said. “Which is, in its own way, an answer.”

“I do not know how anyone is ever ready to give up their home, Lalla.”

“It takes time,” Khalida said. “You will see. Now, come sit by me.”

Colette hesitated for a the length of an inward sigh, unsure of what Khalida wanted from her but knowing that she is her only option for any semblance of a future.

“You have never been with a woman, have you Colette?” Khalida whispered as she touched the young girl’s hair.

Colette’s eyes opened wide as she instantly knew what Khalida was asking. Her mouth was suddenly dry, her tongue licked her lips trying to moisten to answer before Colette thought of what that might look like. Eventually, in what felt like an eternity though it was a mere whisper of time, Colette answered, “No, Lalla.”

Khalida leaned closer and kissed her ear. “Do not be nervous, my rose. I won’t bite.” She did bite Colette’s lobe, but not hard. Just hard enough.

Colette inhaled deeply, her first impulse was to pull away, but her body’s reaction was unexpected, it responded as with the touch of a man. The same heat, the same anticipation.

“Men are wonderful in their way,” Khalida whispered as she slid the silk chemise from Colette’s shoulder. “They are hard, and rough, and so forceful as to overwhelm the senses. But a woman’s touch can be so delightful in a completely different way.” She slipped her hand behind Colette’s neck and pulled the girl’s face to her own. She brushed her lips so gently, a butterfly’s wing, that Colette almost melted into her arms.

The breath that a moment ago felt overwhelming, now caught in Colette’s throat. Her blood felt on fire. The words that slipped from her lips were not the words she was expecting, not the words she had been trying to form in her mind, “Teach me, Lalla.”

The owner of the house pulled her slave to her, gently but assertively, with no doubt in Colette’s mind that she was not just owned but desired, a thought that never occurred to her before. She was suddenly thrilled but also nervous–she might be an experienced jariya but this was so new to her, so fraught, but so delicious.

“I have been dreaming of this for months, my rose,” Khalida whispered as she caressed Colette’s shoulder, her arm, her breast. “I waited until I could not wait a moment longer, my pet.”

Colette’s mind reeled but her body knew what to do, her body led. She leaned her head just so that their lips met, not in a teasing brush, but in an embrace meant to inflame the senses. The little sound that escaped her was not an act, was not a performance for clients, it was real and unbidden.

Khalida, always in charge but willing to wait for Colette to align, took her kiss and her gentle moan as the signal she did not need but wanted just the same. She eased her tongue between the girl’s lips while lowering her body onto the divan. Her kisses grew in insistence and intensity as her hands explored Colette’s body, a body she owned but had never exploited personally until this exquisite moment. She reached down and smiled into Colette’s mouth when the girl spread her thighs to accommodate her inquisitive touch. She revelled in the wetness she found there.

“You want me, my rose,” she stated as she broke from kissing her. She raised her head and stared into her eyes. “You want this as much as I do. Say it.”

Colette’s mind was still struggling to catch up to what was happening, to ground itself into the moment. She was surprised at how receptive her body was to Khalida’s touch, to her fingers easing into her sex. It felt good to not be bought, to not trade such intimacy for coin. “Please, Lalla, I want this.”

Khalida smiled, but it was not a warm smile. “I could sell you to the lowest house by the docks, my rose. I could have you killed and no one would mourn your death. I own you, body and soul, but I want you to want this. Say it again, my sweet whore.”

Colette closed her eyes, she knew deep down that Khalida’s words were all true. She had been a thing since that day eighteen months ago on the shores of the Mediterranean, the last day she was a person. But as much as she wanted to fight it, as much as she wanted to deny it, she did want this.

“Your jariya, your rose wants it, Lalla.”

“You will take care of me before sleep from now forward, my darling rose.”

Colette nodded before she even knew she was, “Yes, Lalla. Thank you.”


Part IV

The Prince
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Whispers and The Spider

The incense in the private suite was a custom blend of sandalwood and crushed dried violets—Colette’s signature. All this time in the dar al-farah had replaced the girl from Cassis with a woman of pleasure, of serpentine grace. She no longer needed to hide parts of herself in a vault of her mind; she had become the store room itself—cool, elegant, and observant.

Tonight, her guests were a study in contrast. Jamal, a wealthy spice merchant from the Maghreb, was soft-bellied and talkative, his fingers sticky with honeyed pastries. Beside him sat Zaid, a silent, lean man who served as a high-ranking clerk for the harbor master.

Colette moved between them on the oversized silken divan, her bare flesh slipping and whispering against their kaftans. She had learned her role well and was now mistress of her domain. She didn't wait for them to reach for her; she anticipated the itch before they felt it.

"The Sadaati are heavy with thought tonight," Colette murmured, her Arabic low and nearly perfect. She leaned in, pressing her chest against Jamal’s arm while her silky leg draped over Zaid’s lap. She began to massage Zaid’s temples with one hand while her other hand wandered beneath Jamal’s belt, her touch light but promising.

"The world turns faster than the Sultan’s whims," Jamal sighed, leaning back into her touch. He closed his eyes as Colette’s fingers found the tension in his jaw. "But even the stars are whispering of the change coming from the west."

Colette smiled, a practiced, sultry curve of her lips. She shifted, straddling Jamal’s lap while keeping her hand resting possessively on Zaid’s chest. She could feel Zaid’s heart rate quicken. He was the one with the secrets, but Jamal was the one with the mouth.

"The stars are often dramatic," Colette teased, her voice a velvet purr. She began to unfasten the silver buttons of Jamal’s tunic, her eyes locked on his. "Or perhaps it is just the heat of the season? Surely no man is powerful enough to make Jamal al-Fassi lose his appetite for... finer things."

She leaned down, trailing her tongue along the shell of his ear before nipping the lobe. Jamal groaned, his hands clutching her hips.

"Not the stars, little rose," Zaid interrupted, his voice rasping. He finally looked at her, his eyes dark with a mixture of desire and genuine unease. "A man. They say he comes from the Sharifian Empire. That he is both scholar and soldier. He arrives in Algiers within the month."

Colette’s pulse spiked, but her hands remained steady as she worked. She moved with a rhythmic, grinding slow-motion as Jamal penetrated her, drawing a ragged breath from him, all while her mind cataloged the information: Sharifian Empire.

"Why does he come?" Colette whispered, sounding appropriately frightened and impressed. She pulled Zaid’s hand toward her, placing it on the flare of her breast, drawing him into the intimacy. "Does he come for wisdom, or for heads?"

"No one knows," Zaid said, his voice straining as Colette’s head moved down with expert precision to his pelvis, her own riding Jamal slowly. "He is a man of the Sultan’s inner circle—It is obvious to all that he is powerful, but unknown. A man like that is unpredictable, dangerous."

Colette felt a cold shiver. She must learn more.

She ramped up the performance, knowing she had to drown their caution in pleasure. She became a whirlwind of pleasure, her body a blur of calculated friction and expert pressure. Her mouth now drawing out words in a different way. Her tongue performing a different dance. Her lips slipped around his member, his musk filling her senses. She focused on Zaid now, recognizing his need for release to silence his fear. She used her small sounds—the gasps and cries that suggested she was being overwhelmed by their combined presence, the ones she’d now honed like a knife—all while it was her mind that was as sharp as a razor.

As the encounter reached its fever pitch, Jamal gasping and Zaid’s fingers curling around her hair, Colette arched her back, her hair spilling over them like a dark curtain. She played the part of the conquered thing to perfection, leading them both to a shuddering finish.

When they eventually lay back, spent and heavy-limbed in the briefly silent room, the energy remained thick.

"The Shadow," Colette whispered, the taste of Zaid still on her tongue, her voice a post-coital drift as she traced a pattern on the same’s sweating chest. "Does he have a name, this man of the Sultan?"

"He has no name," Zaid muttered, his eyes half-closed. "Only a seal. A golden spider. If you see it on a ring or a scroll, you will know he is the mystery man, with your fame I’m sure you will see it."

Colette rose to fetch the washing basin, her face settling into a mask of serene satisfaction for her guests. But as she looked at her reflection in the polished bronze mirror, the scarlet collar around her neck seemed to glow. A golden spider was coming to Algiers, and she needed to learn more.

~ ~ ~

The scent of expensive oud and cooling tea hung in Khalida’s private study, a room far removed from the choreographed moans of the upper floor. Colette knelt on a rug at Khalida’s feet, her head resting on her mistress’ knee as the older woman’s rings clicked gently as they ran through Colette’s hair. This had become their ritual—Khalida’s "harvesting"—where the secrets gathered on the divans were spun back for her owner.

"The harbor clerk, Zaid, was trembling tonight, Lalla," Colette murmured, her voice stripped of its performative breathiness. "Even as he took his pleasure, his mind was on the horizon."

Khalida’s hand paused, then slid down to her chin. "What do you think is his preoccupation with this man, little rose?"

"A man of the Sultan of the Sharifian Empire, Lalla. Not knowing the purpose of such a powerful man must be very worrying." Colette replied, looking up. The affection in her gaze was real, born of a mutual understanding that in this house, they were both predators but one could still eat the other. "None seem to know his intentions, Lalla, and the tension on them is palpable. They only seem to know that his seal is one of a golden spider."

Khalida’s grip on Colette’s chin tightened, not with the cruelty of a client, but with the sudden, sharp tension of a mother sensing danger at the gate. Her dark eyes searched Colette’s face, tracing the curve of the scarlet collar she had placed there herself.

"A golden spider," Khalida whispered, her voice uncharacteristically thin. "I had heard rumors of the Sultan’s silencer, but I prayed the distance of the sea would keep his eyes from Algiers."

"You know of him?"

"All I have of him is a collection of rumours. I need more. For profit and for safety. Whether he is a lion or a spider, neither should be loose in my city without me knowing more." Khalida’s expression softened, her thumb stroking Colette’s cheek with a lingering, protective warmth. "You have become my greatest asset, you will discover who this golden spider is. Do it carefully but do find more, before his shadow crosses my threshold."

Colette leaned into the touch, the weight of the secret pressing between them. "Yes, Lalla, I will be careful."

"Be more than careful, my rose," Khalida said, her voice returning to its silk covered iron. "When the spider arrives, you must become my fly. You must be so beautiful, so alluring that he will step into my web."

“Lalla, do you have news of my brother?”

“I have very good news. Sagheer is training with his master’s guard. If it goes well he could be allowed to buy his freedom within ten years. Sooner if the Jennesaries need recruits.”

Colette did not know how to feel about the news, but she did know how to act. She let gratitude and happiness fill her countenance and thanked her owner.

~ ~ ~

The oil in the brass lamps was running low, casting long, flickering shadows that danced like ghosts against the silk hangings. Colette’s muscles throbbed with a dull, familiar ache; her skin felt hypersensitized, layered with the scents of three different men—cloves, stale wine, and the sharp tang of horse musk.

The fourth visitor of the night, a high-ranking officer of the port authority named Malik, sat heavily on the divan. He was a man of thick proportions and thicker pride, currently brooding over a goblet of spiced wine.

Colette didn't let her exhaustion show. She stepped into the room, her turquoise silk wrap trailing behind her like a peacock's tail. She had perfected the art of the "second wind," a psychological shifting of gears that allowed her to project a fresh, frantic hunger even when she felt hollow.

"The Sidi looks as though he carries the weight of the entire harbor on his shoulders tonight," she purred, her Arabic flowing with a melodic, playful lilt.

She didn't approach him directly. Instead, she moved to the small brazier, dropping a pinch of cinnamon onto the coals. She let the smoke rise, fanning it toward him with a slow, hypnotic wave of her hand. Then, she began to dance—not the broad, sweeping movements of the public square, but the "serpent’s coil," a localized, intimate undulation of her hips and torso that kept her eyes locked on his.

Malik’s gaze tracked her, the brooding fog in his eyes beginning to clear, replaced by a low, predatory heat.

"The harbor is a nest of vipers, Colette," he grunted, taking a long pull of his wine. "Everyone is looking for a hole to hide in before the moon turns."

Colette laughed, a silver, mocking sound. She danced closer, her silken skirts brushing his knees. She reached out, her fingers grazing his jaw before she spun away, just out of reach. It was a game—enticing him to hunt her.

"Vipers? In my beautiful Algiers?" She arched her back, her hair spilling over her shoulders like a dark waterfall. She knelt between his knees, resting her arms on his thighs and looking up at him with wide, feigned innocence. "I heard a whisper in the salon... something about a spider. Surely a man as brave as Malik isn't afraid of a little golden insect?"

Malik’s hand shot out, gripping her hair and pulling her head back. It was a rough gesture, but Colette didn't flinch. She leaned into the pain, letting out a soft, sharp gasp that she knew would inflame him.

"It is no insect, girl," he hissed, leaning down until his breath, smelling of sour wine, was hot against her lips. "It is the Sultan’s shadow. He has already reached the outskirts. He travels in a closed litter, surrounded by silent Nubians who don't even have tongues to scream with."

Colette felt disappointment, she had heard this story before, but she masked it with a sultry pout. She reached for the fastenings of his vest, her fingers working with a frantic, expert speed. "A man with no tongue cannot tell you how beautiful you are. What a waste."

She pulled his vest open, pressing her barely covered breasts against his linen tunic. She pressed on her seduction, hands wandering with a bold, proprietary heat. She nipped at his lower lip, then trailed her tongue down to the hollow of his throat.

"Tell me," she whispered against his skin, her voice a ragged invitation. "Does this 'Spider' have a name? Or does he only have a web? I should hate for favorites to get entangled in such a web."

Malik groaned, his hands moving to the small of her back, crushing her against him. The information was not always worth the price she paid but pay it she must.

"He is nameless," he rasped, his resistance crumbling as Colette’s hand found the heavy silk of his trousers. "But he is a curse. He comes with a list, Colette. A list of those who have grown too fat on the Sultan’s crumbs. He comes to eliminate his Sultan’s enemies and clear the way for war."

Colette ramped up the performance, her body becoming a blur of calculated friction and rhythmic, rolling waves. She made the small sounds to ensure he stayed in the moment, his mind too clouded by lust to realize she had lost interest, the assassin story was another she had heard before. It seemed Lalla would not be profiting with more information.

As they moved to the bed, Colette’s mind was already somewhere else; ordering her thoughts and her report to her Mistress. She gave him the most intense encounter of the night, working until her muscles burned and her breath came in jagged stabs. When Malik finally collapsed, sated and sweaty, he fell into a stupor almost instantly.

Colette rose, her face settling into a mask of cold, sharp intelligence. She fetched the basin to wash, her eyes fixed on the moon through the latticed screen. The Spider was coming and she still needed to learn more.

~ ~ ~

Colette knelt on the plush rug, her forehead momentarily grazing Khalida’s knee before she sat back on her heels. The room was quiet, the only sound the little yellow bird in the gilded cage in the corner of the room.

"I have picked through their whispers like a beggar in a market, Lalla," Colette said, her voice weary but clear. "But the harvest is thin. There is so little fact in their stories that they are practically myth."

She looked up, her eyes sharp with frustration. "They know nothing real. They are simply spreading the same rumors like a sickness, and I am worried we will not discover anything real until this spider is in Algiers."

Khalida didn't answer immediately. She reached out, her fingers absentmindedly tracing the leather that made up Colette’s scarlet collar. She stared into the middle distance, her dark eyes clouded with a sudden, cold calculation.

"If the men of the Diwan are reduced to repeating nursery rhymes to frighten themselves, then perhaps the Spider has done his work well," Khalida murmured. She looked down at Colette, her expression unreadable. "However, if the rumors have grown stagnant, we may find ourselves in luck. A more... reliable source of information has dropped anchor in the harbor this very morning. I have dealt with him before and have made a great profit from what he has provided."

Colette’s curiosity peaked, though it was quickly tempered by the grim set of Khalida’s jaw. "Who is it, Lalla? Will you send for him?"

"You will go to him," Khalida said, her voice dropping to a low, guarded tone. "But you will not go with a light heart. He is the man who brought you to Algiers, the very same that sold you at the market and told me about you."

She paused, her hand coming to rest heavily on Colette's shoulder. "It is Rais Karim."

~ ~ ~

The walk from the dar al-farah to the harbor was a journey through a gauntlet of eyes. Colette was escorted by two of Khalida’s silent guards, but they were there to protect the investment, not her dignity.

In the high, shaded district of the brothel, she was a queen of the night; here, in the blinding midday sun of Algiers, she was merely a marked thing. The scarlet collar around her neck, vibrant and inescapable against her pale skin, acted as a beacon. Passersby didn't look at her face; they looked at the leather. Merchants pulled their daughters away as she passed, and groups of men on street corners paused their haggling to track her with gazes that were either hungry or profoundly disgusted. She felt the weight of their judgment and their lusts like physical stones, a sharp reminder that outside Khalida’s walls, she was a jariya—a pleasure slave—and nothing more.

By the time they reached the stone quay, the smell of the sea—once a memory of home—hit her like a blow. It smelled of salt, rotting fish, and the specific, metallic tang of the galley hold.

Moored at the end of the pier was the long dangerous galley that had stolen her from her home. Standing on the gangplank was Rais Karim. He looked exactly as he had eighteen months ago: broad-shouldered, eyes like flint, and a smile that never reached them.

"The Frankish negotiator," he called out, his voice booming over the cries of the gulls. As Colette stepped onto the deck, he reached out and gripped the scarlet collar, jerking her chin up so he could inspect her. "Look at you. The little scholar is now in silks and fragrant. Khalida has polished you well."

"Rais, Lalla sent me to pleasure you." Colette said as she bowed her head, her voice a steady, practiced melodic drift.

He laughed, a harsh sound. "Even learned Arabic now. You’ve learned humility too, haven't you? I told you on the crossing that the desert would break that stiff French spirit. Slavery fits you like a second skin, girl. And it looks like you were born for the brothel."

Karim didn't lead her to a private cabin. He led her to the open space of the middeck, in full view of the skeleton crew remaining on board. He wanted to reclaim what he had started.

"Let us see if you remember the lessons I taught you," he growled.

He didn't treat her like a high-priced courtesan; he treated her like the captive she had been. He forced her face down into the rough, splintered wood of the deck, telling her that they hadn’t been scrubbed as well as when she had been onboard, and then stripped her of her silk skirts. Colette leaned heavily into Noor’s training, letting her body serve while her mind hid. She performed with a terrifying, mechanical precision, using every bit of experience to ensure his pleasure was swift, her small sounds perfectly pitched to feed his ego while her heart remained miles away.

When he was sated, Karim didn't let her rise. He stayed seated on a coil of rope, wiping his brow.

"You're better at it now," he admitted, his eyes narrowing. "More active. Less like a corpse. Crawl to me, whore. I want to see what else has improved."

Colette sighed inwardly as she got up on her hands and knees, wishing she had a basin nearby and hoping that the tonic alone would be sufficient this one time, then crawled to the Rais as she had been commanded.

“Use your mouth to clean me,” he said.

Colette opened her mouth and took in his slick, semi-hard member. Despite all her time at the dar al-farah, tasting herself was a new experience. She bobbed her head up and down, focusing on the experience she did have to try and please him, until he gripped her hair and forced her to look up at him while her mouth remained on him.

“If you do not swallow it all, I will have you beat and sent back, naked and bleeding.”

Colette’s confusion lasted only a heart beat. It flashed through disgust, alarm and fear just as quickly, when the warm, acrid flow hit her tongue. She worked to swallow it as quickly as she could, and Karim proceeded to raze the vault in her mind down its very foundations.

Karim looked toward the bow, where three of his deck officers were watching with hungry, expectant eyes and as he finished, instead of withdrawing, he tilted Colette’s head back up to look into her eyes. "My men have had a long voyage, Colette. And they remember you from your time scrubbing our decks. It would be a shame to deny them a taste of what Khalida has been selling so readily."

Colette felt a cold spike of terror, but she didn't let it break her mask. One by one, the men came for her, taking their turns as Karim held head and her gaze, and she slobbered around his cock through the whole experience. She was used by the boatswain, then the quartermaster, then the scarred sailor she had tried to fight off so long ago, Yusuf. She worked through the exhaustion, through the raw ache of her soul, using every trick she had learned in the last eighteen months to keep them from being unnecessarily cruel. But as hard as she tried, she was back to being the girl that had been ripped away from her quiet life.

Finally, as the sun began to dip toward the horizon and the sailors retreated, Karim rubbed himself on her face then pulled her up by the arm. He leaned in, his face inches from hers.

"You've earned your keep today, whore," he whispered. "Khalida wants to know about the man with the golden spider seal? The one the Diwan is so afraid of?"

Colette nodded, her breath coming in shallow gasps.

"His name is Oumar Sidibé," Karim said, the name dropping like a lead weight. "He is a member of the Sultan's court and his bastard. He isn't a myth, and he isn't a ghost. He is both a soldier and a scholar. And he is very close by."

Karim smiled, a slow, cruel baring of teeth.

"He’s already passed the gates of Oran. Oumar Sidibé will be in Algiers by the end of the week. And I’m certain that he will visit the dar al-farah, Colette. He wants to see the house that knows everyone’s business."

Karim shoved her toward the gangplank. Colette stumbled, her legs shaking, her body bruised and layered with the scents of the crew. “Make sure to come back if your owner wants to know more.”

She wrapped the tatters of her skirts around her as best she could for the humiliating trek back to the house. But as she walked back up the hill toward the city, the name Oumar Sidibé echoed in her mind. The spider was no longer a shadow; he had a name, and a timeline. He might still be the Sultan’s silencer, and Colette had just four days to rebuild her refuge.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Past and The Present

The small bronze mirror in the sleeping quarters was a cruel witness to Colette that next morning. Despite the aggressive scrubbing she gave herself in the bathhouse and the multiple internal cleansings, she could still feel the phantom grit of the galley’s deck against her skin, and the scent of Rais Karim—salt, unwashed wool, and a sharp, metallic musk—seemed to have seeped beneath her pores, though the rose-water rinse cleaned her flesh, it did not take away her shame.

Colette reached up, her fingers trembling as they traced the edge of the scarlet collar. It felt tighter today, a physical manifestation of the air she had struggled to pull into her lungs since returning from the harbor. She had the name—Oumar Sidibé. She had the timeline. But the price was a hollow ache that reached into the very center of her bones. She had leaned into her training, had practiced every trick that Noor had ingrained into her mind, yet the crew's rough usage had left grooves in her psyche as well.

A sharp, mocking laugh cut through the quiet of the corridor, followed by the rhythmic chime of anklets.

"Look at her," Farah’s voice drifted through the curtained doorway, dripping with a manufactured pity that was sharper than any blade. "Our little spy, back from the docks. You smell of fish and cheap grog, Colette. Did the sailors forget that you are supposed to be the jewel of the house, or did you simply find your true level on their decks?"

Colette didn't turn. She watched Farah’s reflection appear in the bronze—a vision of emerald silk and gold, her kohl-rimmed eyes gleaming with the particular malice of a woman who felt her position threatened. Behind her, two of the younger girls huddled, their faces a mask of uncertain amusement, taking their cues from the house’s former favorite.

"I went where Lalla commanded," Colette said, her voice sounding thin even to her own ears.

"Oh, we all know what you did," Farah stepped into the room, her nose wrinkling in an exaggerated display of disgust. She reached out with a long, henna-stained finger and flicked the damp hair away from Colette’s neck. "Lalla must have figured out what you are truly worth. The men in the salon are already whispering. They say the 'Frankish Rose' is as common as the tides and twice as wet. They say you took crew after crew down into your depths. How does it feel, Colette? To be as fine as the dirt beneath a galley slave's fingernails?"

The younger girls tittered, and the sound felt like a lash. Colette gripped the edge of the mirror until her knuckles turned white. Her experience was failing her; the walls of her inner self were cracking under the weight of the morning’s light.

"Lalla is pleased with me," Colette managed, forcing her gaze to remain steady in the reflection.

"Khalida is pleased with a hunting dog that brings back her catch, too," Farah countered, leaning in until her perfume—a cloying, heavy musk—overwhelmed the room. "But no one wants the dog on the silken cushions once the stink is on its fur. You’ve let the harbor into the house. Don't think the rest of us will forget the smell. Maybe you should be out in a kennel."

Farah swept out, her silk robes snapping like a whip, leaving a cold, ringing silence in her wake. Colette sank onto her bed, her strength finally deserting her. She looked at her hands—the hands that had surrendered to the sailors and pacified a monster—and felt a wave of nausea. She had done what was asked of her, she had obeyed, she had surrendered, she had endured, and it all made her feel worthless.

~ ~ ~

The morning light in Algiers was a sharp, unforgiving white that made Colette’s head ache. She had survived the previous night through a feat of pure, mechanical endurance. Three merchants, each more demanding than the last, had occupied her hours, and she had met every demand with a smile that felt like glass and movements that were as fluid as they were hollow. She had whispered the right flatteries, arched her back at the perfect moments, and tucked every coin and scrap of earned gossip into her mental ledger. To the men, she had been the exotic Frankish rose; to herself, she was a ghost haunting her own skin.

Her morning with Khalida had been all too brief, a clinical reporting session —where the Madam had merely nodded at the news of the port’s shifting grain schedules—Colette was given no rest. Instead, she was ordered to the market.

"This Oumar Sidibé, our Golden Spider requires more than just beautiful women," Khalida had said, her eyes tracing the dark circles Colette had tried to hide with kohl. "He requires a table that commands respect. Take Noor and a guard. Restock the larder with the finest the Zoudj-Aïoun has to offer. I want saffron from the high plains and honey that tastes of wild thyme."

The market was a cacophony of sound and a riot of smells that usually offered Colette a brief, sensory distraction from the house, despite the humiliation of her collar. Today, however, it felt like an assault. Escorted by a silent, hulking guard and with Noor—who walked with the quiet authority of a woman who knew the true price of everything—Colette moved through the throng.

She wore the semi translucent silks that did little to hide the curves of her body and made the scarlet collar gleam like a fresh wound against her throat. The heat was stifling, the air thick with the scent of roasting meat, sun-dried leather, and the pungent aroma of mounds of turmeric and cumin.

"Poise, Colette," Noor whispered, noticing the way Colette’s shoulders slumped. "You are a representative of the most popular house in the city. Do not let the dust settle on your spirit."

Colette nodded, forcing her chin up as they approached the stalls of the spice merchants. They were negotiating the price of a small cedar box of cloves when the crowd shifted. A group of men pushed through the narrow lane, clearing a path for a wealthy silk merchant. They were flanked by a small contingent of young guards—boys, really—dressed in identical tunics of rough-spun linen, their hands resting on the hilts of short swords.

Colette’s heart stopped.

Among them was a boy whose frame had filled out, whose skin was baked dark by the African sun, but whose face and eyes were unmistakably those of the boy who had once chased gulls on the beach of Cassis.

Étienne.

His hair was shorn close in the style of the Janissary trainees or of hired mercenaries found in every corner of Algiers, and he moved with a new, rigid discipline. He looked older, hardened by a year of service to a master who saw him merely as a tool.

"Étienne," she breathed, the name a forbidden prayer.

She took a half-step forward, her hand reaching out instinctively, the box of cloves nearly spilling from her fingers like dark rain. Noor’s hand shot out, her fingers like iron talons as she gripped Colette’s forearm, anchoring her in place.

"Do not," Noor hissed under her breath. "Look at him, but do not move."

At the sound of the scuffle, the boy turned. His gaze swept the crowd with the practiced indifference of a soldier until it landed on the woman in the turquoise silk and the crimson collar.

For a heartbeat, the market went silent to Colette. The roar of the haggling, the braying of donkeys, and the heat of the sun vanished. There was only the space between the sister and the brother.

Shock registered first. Étienne’s mouth parted, a ghost of the boy she knew flickering in his expression as their eyes locked. His hand twitched toward her. Then, his eyes took in the rest of her.

He saw the whole of her. He saw the sheer, suggestive cut of her robes. And finally, he saw the scarlet collar—the unmistakable mark of a jariya, a woman whose purpose was the pleasure of any man with the coin to buy it.

The change in his face was more violent to her than a blow. The shock curdled instantly into a profound, searing disgust. His lip curled, not with anger, but with a revulsion that seemed to reach into his soul. In the last eighteen months he had learned the meaning of the red collar. She was, obvious by that look on his face, a fallen thing, a creature of the dark rooms, a shame that should not walk out in the daylight.

He didn't speak. He didn't even acknowledge her with a nod. He looked at her as one might look at a rotting carcass on the road—with a desire to look away and forget the stench.

"Sagheer! Move!" his captain barked.

Étienne—Sagheer—snapped his gaze forward. His jaw tightened, his spine stiffening into a line of pure rejection. He marched past her, his shoulder brushing the air she breathed, and never looked back.

Colette stood frozen, her hand still hovering in the empty air. The heat of the market felt suddenly, lethally cold.

"Come," Noor said, her voice unusually soft, though she did not let go of Colette’s arm. "We have much more to get. We must go."

Colette allowed herself to be led away, her feet moving over the cobbles like lead. Her soul was entirely adrift. Her emotions collapsed. She had survived the raid, the Rais, the sailors, and every visitor to the house, all for the sake of the boy who had just looked at her with more hatred than the men who had stolen their lives.

As they turned the corner back toward the dar al-farah, Colette felt the weight of the scarlet collar like a noose. She had found a way to thrive, but in doing so, she had become a thing Étienne no longer recognized, a thing, Colette felt, he could never forgive.

~ ~ ~

The incense in the chamber had burned down to a thick, suffocating ash, mirroring the state of Colette’s spirit. The encounter with Étienne—Sagheer—remained a jagged glass shard in her chest, twisting with every breath. She had moved through her first client of the night like a clockwork doll, her skin cold despite the vigour of the encounter, her mind trapped in the image of her brother’s sneer.

The beaded curtain covering the doorway was swept open by her second visitor. A man named Mehmed, a mid-level Jannasary officer with greedy eyes and a cruel mouth, stepped inside. He had not waited for her to return to the common room, he had made his way up of his own accord. But he was not alone. Behind him, tethered by a thin silk cord attached to a heavy bronze collar, was a shadow of a woman.

A woman Colette recognized. A woman that had shared her duties on the corsair galley eighteen months ago. It was Isobel.

The former mayor’s daughter, who had once, in a different life, held her head with such fierce, aristocratic pride on the shores of Sardinia, was nearly unrecognizable. The bright look in her eyes had dulled; her skin bore the bruises and marks of a hard, physical life. She stood with her shoulders hunched, her gaze fixed on the floor in a state of catatonic surrender. Even the grueling weeks in the galley had not stripped her of her essence as thoroughly as the last year and a half of slavery had.

"She is a failure," Mehmed spat, jerking the cord so Isobel stumbled. "She is a block of wood. No fire, no rhythm. I paid a premium for a high-born Sardinian girl, not a weeping lump." He looked at Colette, his eyes traveling over her scarlet collar and the poise of her limbs with a disgusting familiarity. "Khalida says you are her best. You will teach this one. You will show her how to please me, or I will sell her to the Beylik tomorrow. Let her see how she likes being a communal slave for the city guards."

The threat hung in the air like a death sentence. To be a slave of the state was to belong to no one and everyone; it was a slow death in the barracks and the public squares.

Colette felt a surge of maternal, protective instinct. She looked at Isobel—the girl who had shared the deck and the terror of the galley—and saw a mirror of what she might have become without Noor’s guidance.

"I beg you leave us for an hour, Sidi," Colette said, her voice dropping into a low, supplicant silk. She approached Mehmed, her hands tracing the embroidery of his vest, her body brushing against his just enough to promise a reward for his patience. "The art of the house is not learned while a master watches. Let me soften the clay for you. When you return, you will sample us together and she will be the vessel you desire."

Reluctantly, Mehmed withdrew, leaving the two women in the flickering amber light of the oil lamps.

Isobel didn't move. She didn't even look up.

"Isobel," Colette whispered, reaching out to touch her arm. The girl flinched violently. "Look at me. It is Colette. From the boat."

Isobel’s eyes finally drifted upward, vacant and rimmed with red. "It does not stop, Colette," she rasped, her voice a ghost of Colette remembered. "And that is not my name anymore, he calls me Cevri,” the broken girl replied. “ I try to hide, but they always find me."

"Then stop hiding," Colette said, her heart breaking for the poor girl before her. She led Isobel to the large, silk-draped divan. "If you hide, you are only a shell they break. You must be the ocean, Isobel. The ocean doesn't break; it absorbs. It takes the ship and makes it part of itself."

Isobel sat on the edge of the bed, her fingers trembling as she clutched a silk robe around her frame. The warmth of the room and the lingering scent of jasmine were a jarring contrast to the memories that now spilled out of her like blood from a fresh wound.

"You speak of the ocean, Colette," Isobel whispered, her voice cracking. "But how do you focus yourself when the world never stops screaming? My master, Mehmed… he is a Jannasary officer, and I’m part of his kit. He followed the Bey’s campaign into the mountains, and I was dragged behind him like a spare bed roll."

She looked at her hands, the palms calloused and scarred. "In Mudregu, my father’s servants worried if the linens were folded correctly or if the morning cream was cold. I spent my days learning the harpsichord and debating which lace suited a summer gown. I was prepared for a life of soft edges and polite silences. I wasn't prepared for the mud."

She closed her eyes, and the sounds of the campaign camp seemed to fill the quiet chamber. "The camps are hells of their own making. During the day, I was a beast of burden. I hauled water until my shoulders felt as though they would snap. I scrubbed blood-stained tunics in freezing streams until my fingers bled, and I prepared meals over smoky fires that stung my eyes and choked my lungs. I was a servant to the men, a target for their jests, and a ghost to their eyes."

Her grip on the robe tightened. "And then the sun would set. The screams of the wounded from the skirmishes near the front would drift over the ridge—a sound I can never unhear. And Mehmed… he would come to his tent, fueled by the adrenaline of the march and the proximity of death. To him, I wasn't a woman; I was a thing to be used to remind him he was still alive. It was like the galley all over again, just this time it was the smell of woodsmoke and old sweat, and the cold ground beneath me while he used me and the cannons thundered in the distance."

She looked up at Colette, her eyes haunted. "I kept waiting to wake up from this nightmare. I kept waiting for someone to realize a mistake had been made—that someone would come to ransom me . But no one cames.  I’m not even Isobel anymore, I’m just Cevri, apparently it’s short for Cevrücefa, it means suffering. He named me after what he wants from me. The past is a dream, Colette. I am only what you can do for them during the day, and what I can endure for them at night."

Isobel let out a shuddering breath. "When we returned to the city, I thought the nightmare would end. But I found I had left the girl from Mudregu in the mountain mud. I am just… this." She gestured to her diminished form. "A toy that has been played with too roughly, and a servant who no longer knows how to stand straight."

Colette began to undress her with tender, reverent hands. She used the scented oils from the bedside table, rubbing them into Isobel’s trembling shoulders.

"You must find the pleasure for yourself," Colette murmured, her voice becoming a hypnotic rhythm. "Not for him. He must think it is for him but it is for you. Your body is still yours to feel, even if they own it. Feel the heat of the oil. Feel the softness of the silk. If you find the spark within yourself, his touch cannot extinguish you. It only fans the flame."

To demonstrate, Colette moved closer, gently touching Isobel in her most intimate place, showing her how to take pleasure from a man’s intrusion. She guided Isobel’s hands over her own body, teaching her the tactile language of seduction—how a lingering touch on the inner thigh or a sharp, sudden intake of breath could turn a man’s aggression into a tool for her own release.

“Take ownership of Cevri, if you must suffer, do it for yourself. Play the part and take it for yourself.”

As Colette worked to rouse Isobel from her stupor, something unexpected happened. The coldness that had settled in Colette’s chest since the market began to thaw. In teaching Isobel to find sensation, Colette found it herself. The friction of their skin, the shared heat, the defiance of finding beauty in a room built for their use—it was a rebellion.

"When he returns," Colette whispered, her breath hot against Isobel’s ear as she arched the girl's back, "you will not be a victim. You will be a predator, hunting his desire. Use your mouth to silence his insults. Use your body to draw the strength from his limbs until he is the one who is weak."

By the time the door opened and Mehmed returned, the atmosphere in the room had shifted. Isobel was no longer slumped; she was draped across the cushions, her skin flushed, her eyes possessing a tentative, yet dangerous, newfound glint.

Colette stood, her turquoise robes falling open, her own blood humming with a defiant, sexual energy. She took Mehmed’s hand and led him toward the divan, where Isobel waited, open and welcoming to him.

The scene that followed was a masterclass in seduction and survival. Colette took the lead, her movements more aggressive and charged than they had been since the market. She used Mehmed’s body as a canvas, showing Isobel how to command the pace. They worked in tandem, a dual assault of French seduction and Sardinian heat. Colette watched Isobel find the rhythm, watched the moment the girl’s eyes rolled back—not in terror, but in a desperate, reclaimed ecstasy.

In the heat of the act, Colette was able to forget her brother’s disgusted face. Colette wasn't just a slave; she was a teacher, a protector, and a woman who could take the darkest circumstances and wring a moment of searing, physical truth from them. As Mehmed groaned, defeated by the very pleasure he had demanded, Colette looked at Isobel.

The former mayor's daughter was breathing hard, her chest heaving, but her head was held high. Colette stood and helped Isobel to her knees on the divan, then took her hands and offered them to Mehmed. “Sidi, Cevri offers herself to you anew.”

~ ~ ~

The dar al-farah had been transformed into a fortress of hospitality. Thanks to the narrow window of time Colette had bought with her own dignity, Khalida had moved with the silent, lethal efficiency of a general. The scent of roasting lamb with apricots and the sharp, floral bite of saffron-infused rice permeated the halls, masking the usual heavy musks. The main salon was draped in the finest silks of the Levant, and the musicians had been instructed to play the complex, mathematical melodies of the high courts rather than the frantic rhythms of the streets.

When the heavy cedar doors finally groaned open, the powerful men of Algiers—Council members like Hassan and port authorities like Malik—stood with a practiced, nervous deference.

Oumar Sidibé did not enter with a flourish of trumpets. He walked into the room with the quiet, terrifying stillness of a panther.

Colette, standing near the silken hangings with a silver ewer of chilled pomegranate juice, felt the air leave her lungs. The "Spider" was not the withered bureaucrat or the scarred veteran she had imagined. He was a man in the absolute prime of his strength. Standing nearly a head taller than the guards, he was dark-skinned, his complexion the color of polished mahogany, contrasting sharply with the pristine white and gold of his tailored kaftan. At twenty-eight, he possessed a warrior’s build—broad shoulders and a narrow waist that spoke of years in the saddle and on the deck—yet he moved with the predatory grace of a man who was as comfortable in a library as he was in a skirmish.

As the banquet began, Oumar took the seat of honor beside Khalida. Colette and the other girls moved among the guests like colorful shadows, filling cups and offering platters of honeyed dates and salted almonds. Colette practiced her "fly on the wall" discipline, keeping her eyes low, but her ears were tuned to the high table.

"The hospitality of Algiers is as warm as its sun, Khalida," Oumar said. His voice was a deep, resonant baritone that carried over the music.

Then, the world seemed to tilt.

"However," he continued, shifting effortlessly into flawless, courtly French, "I find that the most interesting conversations are often held in the languages of the guests, rather than the hosts."

Colette nearly dropped the ewer. His French was not the pidgin of the sailors or the functional dialect of the merchants; it was the French of the Loire Valley, melodic and precise, possessing an accent so refined it made her own country French, seem simple and infantile by comparison.

"Your grasp of the Northern tongues is exceptional, Monsieur Sidibé," Khalida replied, her own French merely passable and lacking his effortless polish.

Oumar leaned back, his dark eyes scanning the room, landing momentarily on a group of Genoese merchants in the corner before returning to Khalida. "It is a necessity of my office. Tell me, this house has a reputation for attracting the most... influential European travelers. I am curious about your frequent guests from the Spanish Habsburg courts. They seem to spend a great deal of gold here. Do they find the Algiers climate agreeable, or are they more interested in the political 'currents' of the harbor?"

His questions were surgical. He didn't ask about the girls or the wine; he asked about the frequency of courier arrivals, the names of the translators employed, and the specific ships that docked when certain dignitaries were in the house. His intellect was a palpable thing, a sharp blade hidden in the silk of his conversation. He was dissecting the power structure of the city over a plate of roasted quail.

Colette moved forward to refill a cup near him, her hands steady by force of will alone. As she leaned in, the scarlet collar around her neck caught the light of the brass lanterns.

Oumar stopped speaking mid-sentence.

He didn't look at her body with the heavy, sluggish lust of the other men. His gaze was analytical, piercing. He looked at her face—really looked at it—and for a terrifying second, Colette felt as though he were reading the very thoughts she had tucked away in her stone room. The tension was immediate, a sudden, lighting storm that made the fine hairs on her neck stand up. He saw the literacy in her eyes; he saw the way she paused just a fraction of a second too long when he spoke of the Habsburgs.

"A beautiful rose," Oumar said softly, his green-gold eyes locked on hers. "Though I suspect this garden is more complex than it appears."

Colette didn't look away, a move that was a dangerous breach of etiquette, but she couldn't help it. For that heartbeat, they were the only two people in the room. He wasn't looking at a slave; he was looking at an opponent.

He broke the contact first, turning back to Khalida without saying a word to Colette. He didn't ask her name. He didn't command her to his side. He simply finished his meal, continuing his relentless, intellectual interrogation of the city's elite.

When the night drew to a close, the other men began to lead girls toward the upper floors, but Oumar stood. He adjusted the gold-hilted dagger at his waist and inclined his head toward Khalida.

"The meal was exceptional, Madam. And the company... enlightening."

He turned to leave, his long shadow stretching across the floor. As he reached the doorway, he paused, his gaze sweeping back across the salon one last time. It landed on Colette, who was clearing a table. There was no lust in that final look, only a deep, contemplative inspection.

The Golden Spider had not come to play. He had come to learn. And as the doors closed behind him, he knew that there was so much more to learn.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Questions and Answers

The transition from the parched heat of the Zūq to the shadowed sanctuary of the dar al-farah had done little to settle Colette’s nerves. Even within these silk-draped walls, the arrival of Oumar Sidibé felt like a shift in the city’s very atmosphere. Ever since his first visit she had been wondering if and when he would return. She did not have to wonder long as he returned the very next evening.

He moved with the quiet, predatory grace of a man who belonged to his Sultan’s innermost circle, his presence preceded by the soft clink of the golden spider seal hanging from his vest.

The heavy cedar doors of the dar al-farah groaned open as Oumar Sidibé stepped out of the humid Algiers twilight and into the cool, incense-heavy air of the foyer. He did not pause for the servants who rushed to take his cloak, but instead proceeded to the salon with the practiced ease of a man who knew exactly what he was entitled to. A room that served as a masterclass in calculated opulence. Ivory-inlaid tables and floors obscured by silk rugs from Tabriz were shrouded in a persistent, sweet haze of burning incense.

Khalida sat reclined upon a couch of cushions, her posture both relaxed and regal as a desert queen’s. The air between them crackled with the tension of two predators sharing a cage; while Oumar was still an enigma, Khalida was no open book either. She offered a shallow dip of her head, her jewelry chiming like a warning bell in the quiet room. "Oumar Sidibé honors a mere house of joy with a return visit," she remarked, her voice smooth and welcoming.

Oumar returned the flattery as one accustomed to the shallow niceties of court, reflecting how he was the honored one to have found such a welcoming and gentle hostess. "You flatter me, mademoiselle Khalida," he replied in French, “Yet, how could I not return to a home whose hospitality is only surpassed by the beauty of its residents?”

Their conversation was an intricate dance, or possibly a battle. Questions raised in the most pleasant and banal forms and answers given in the most opaque way to obfuscate any truth that might be hidden in them. Both trying and mostly failing to see the depths of the other. Like desert foxes circling each other.

Oumar eventually reached into the folds of his dark robes and produced a heavy, corded purse, tossing it onto the table between them. It landed with a dull, metallic thud that spoke of solid gold.

"Please provide me with Frankish girl I saw on my first visit," he stated, his eyes locking onto Khalida’s with a jeweler’s precision. "I am told she has a unique talent to please a man. I wish to see if the rumors of her composure are true".

For a heartbeat, Khalida’s eyes flickered toward the purse and back to him. Colette was her prize, her long-term investment, and seeing her in the hands of a man such as Oumar was a calculated risk. "She has already had a busy day, Oumar," Khalida warned, her voice dropping an octave. "She might not be ready for a man as virile as you.”

Oumar’s hand rested briefly on the golden spider seal at his chest. "I do not seek a performance. I seek a conversation," he countered. "I will visit with her in your garden if that helps set your mind at ease.” Khalida was not sure Colette was ready for Oumar but seeing the finality in his gaze, Khalida signaled to a waiting servant with a sharp flick of her wrist, sealing the transaction that bought an hour of Colette's life.

When Colette was brought to the garden, she found him standing by the marble fountain, silhouetted against the violet dusk of the evening. She stood rigid, her breath hitching, waiting for the commands she had been trained by Noor to expect, nervous by the setting. But Oumar merely gestured to a bench.

"Sit, please," he commanded softly. “And tell me your name.”

“My name is Colette, Sidi,” was her quiet, submissive reply.

Oumar noted that she did not say, I am called Colette. Discerning that she either had kept her name or fully embraced her new life. "Tell me of the world you left behind."

She began to speak, her voice trembling at first as she described the white limestone cliffs of her home and the smell of lavender and salt. She told him of the day the red sails appeared on the horizon, the sudden violence of the raid, and the suffocating darkness of the galley's hold. She spoke of her brother, though she kept the secret of her literacy locked behind her teeth, wary of revealing the ink-stained soul that Père Augustin had nurtured.

Oumar watched her with a scholar’s intensity, his gaze fixed on her face as if she were a rare manuscript. "And what of your life here?" he asked, leaning forward. "What is your opinion of this collar you wear? Are you truly devoted to your mistress, or are you merely a clever bird waiting for the cage door to creak open?"

Colette looked down at her hands, at fingers that had performed acts old Colette would have never imagined. "It is not my place to question Lalla’s wishes, Sidi," she whispered, her eyes meeting his. "She wishes for me to wear this collar, then I wear it. She wishes for me to entertain her guests, then I entertain her guests. If I were to fly from this house I would not find freedom, only a smaller cage."

The Golden Spider let out a low, melodic hum of approval. "A slave who understands its place in the world is one that suffers far less," he mused.

Colette noted his choice of it for slaves and meekly said, “Yes, Sidi.”

They spent the hour in a strange, intellectual dance, Oumar questioning her about the customs of the Franks and the nature of loyalty, while Colette navigated the conversation with the caution of a sailor in a storm. When he finally rose to leave, he did not touch her hair or pull her toward him. He simply nodded, his silhouette merging with the shadows as he departed.

Colette remained in the garden long after he was gone, the cool night air brushing against her skin. She felt a hollow, twisting confusion in her chest. He had paid the price of a queen for a mere hour of her words, leaving her untouched and perplexed in the silence of the night.

~ ~ ~

The following afternoon, the air in Algiers was thick and heavy, a humid weight that seemed to press the very breath out of the city’s lungs. When Oumar Sidibé returned to the dar al-farah, he found Khalida in the central courtyard, where the spray of the fountain offered the only reprieve from the heat. He lingered there longer than before, his presence a shadow over the intricate zellige tiles as he questioned her on the mechanics of her trade. He asked of the ledgers, the flow of coin from the Janissaries, and the delicate art of maintaining a house that served the flesh. Khalida answered with a careful, feline grace, sensing that while he sought to understand her business, his true focus remained fixed elsewhere. Finally, with a sharp, gold-weighted click of his seal against his palm, he requested the Frankish girl once more.

Colette was brought to him in the garden again, the sunset painting the sky in bruised shades of violet and gold. This time, he did not wait for her to speak. Instead, he sat upon the bench and began to weave a tapestry of words that transported her far beyond the limestone walls of Algiers. He spoke of his home in Marrakech, where the red earth rose to meet the Atlas Mountains, and of the great libraries of Timbuktu, where the air was dry and smelled of ancient vellum and desert dust. He described the grandeur of the Songhai Empire—the gold-trimmed courts, the vast trade routes that bridged the ends of the earth, and the scholars who debated philosophy beneath the scorching sun. For a moment, his voice lost its icy edge, replaced by a resonance that spoke of a man who belonged to a heritage as vast and deep as the sea.

Colette listened, mesmerized by the image of a world where knowledge was as valuable as spice. When he finished, he turned the light of his attention back to her, asking of her life within the House of Pleasure. She spoke of the relentless rhythm of her duties—the morning chores every girl did for the house, the lessons in languages under Noor’s watchful eye, and the silent expectations of the men who passed through her door. She spoke of the physical toll and the emotional weight of pleasing others, though she carefully steered the conversation away from the intelligence she gathered or the secrets she whispered to Khalida in the dead of night.

"And do you find joy in it?" Oumar asked, his gaze steady and unblinking. "In the men you serve? Does your body ever betray the collar you wear?"

Colette felt the familiar weight of the question, one she had asked herself in the quiet hours. "I have learned to find joy in the service," she admitted, her voice barely a whisper against the evening breeze. "I have learned that I can take pleasure from serving and the feel of men’s touch. It is a shameful thought, perhaps, but it is mine".

"How many have there been?" he pressed, his curiosity clinical yet piercing. "How many men have known that joy?"

The question gave her pause. In an instant, a kaleidoscope of faces flashed behind her eyes—sweating merchants, scarred soldiers, and perfumed diplomats—a sea of features that had blurred into a single, collective memory of touch. She tried to count, to anchor the numbers to names or dates, but the sheer volume of her existence here swallowed the effort. "There have been many," she answered simply, her tone betraying the shame that the admission brought.

Oumar shifted, his golden spider seal catching the dying light. "And in France? Are those who walk your path accepted among the faithful, or are they reviled?"

Colette did not speak; she merely shook her head, the movement slow and heavy with the realization of the world she had lost. She thought of the stern faces in the village of Cassis and the cold stone of the church where such lives were never spoken of except in parables of ruin.

"There would be no welcome for you back in France," Oumar murmured, almost to himself, as if solving a complex equation in his mind. He rose then, his robes rustling like the wings of a night bird. He looked at her for a final, lingering heartbeat, his hands resting idle at his sides, before he turned and vanished into the darkness of the hall, leaving her untouched, confused, and profoundly alone in the cooling Algiers night.

~ ~ ~

The following evening, the atmosphere over the Casbah felt thick and expectant, as if the city itself were holding its breath for a storm that never quite broke. When Oumar Sidibé crossed the threshold of the dar al-farah for the third night in a row, the usual hum of the foyer died into a cautious murmur. He did not head for the salon; instead, he sought Khalida in her private solar, his presence filling the room with a weight that gold alone could not account for.

"I find the accommodations of the governor's palace lacking in... discretion," Oumar stated, his voice a low vibration that seemed to rattle the delicate porcelain on the tables. "I wish to billet here while my stay in Algiers continues."

Khalida’s fingers tightened around the stem of her glass. To host this man in her house was an honor that felt dangerously like an occupation. She hesitated, her mind racing through the implications of having such a man beneath her roof at all hours, but the golden spider seal glinting at his breast reminded her that fulfilling his requests could yield much for her.

"This house is yours, Effendi," she replied, her voice a masterpiece of forced grace. "I will vacate my own quarters for you. They are the most private and well-appointed in the house."

"There is one more request," Oumar added, his gaze drifting toward the direction of the salon where the girls gathered. "When the Frankish girl is not occupied with her nightly duties for your patrons, I request that she serve as my personal attendant and maid. I want no other hands touching my robes, whether I’m wearing them or not."

The arrangement was struck and a price was settled. By the time the moon rose over the harbor, Khalida had moved her sleeping quarters into her less spacious, scroll-filled study, leaving her expansive master suite to the African lord. For Colette, the world narrowed into a grueling new rhythm. Her days were now punctuated by the extra domestic labor of caring for Oumar’s suite on top of everything she was already responsible for.

Oumar no longer booked time to meet with Colette; instead, he simply waited for the moments when she was between patrons to summon her for his service. Colette found herself in the strange position of scrubbing his floors and tending to the fine silk of his tunics while the sounds of the house—the distant lutes and the laughter of men—filtered through the heavy cedar doors.

He was a silent spectator to her labor. While she worked, he sat at Khalida’s old desk, his large hands moving with surprising delicacy as he sorted through heaps of reports and wax-sealed letters. Occasionally, he would speak, his voice cutting through the rhythmic sound of her brush against the tile. He asked her nothing of her feelings that night, nor did he demand her attention; he simply existed in the space with her, watching her move through the mundane tasks of a servant.

Colette’s back ached, and the scent of lye would mix with that of the jasmine oil on her skin, yet there was a bizarre, quiet intimacy in the arrangement. In the hierarchy of the house, she was simply a commodity to be bartered over anyways. As she knelt to polish the base of the brass braziers, she felt his eyes on her—not with the hunger of the men she served in the flickering lamplight of the guest rooms, but with the cool, analytical focus of a man observing a creature he was slowly, methodically dissecting with his mind.

~ ~ ~

The dust motes danced in the shafts of afternoon light that pierced the mashrabiya screens of Oumar’s suite, settling upon the heavy silks and polished wood that Colette was now bound to maintain. It was her fourth day as his attendant, and the physical labor had become a numbing rhythm that shielded her mind from the complexities of her nights. As she moved to straighten the stack of manuscripts on the desk—a task Oumar insisted she perform with meticulous care—her hand brushed against a small, leather-bound volume tucked beneath a bundle of diplomatic reports.

The leather was worn, smelling of old ideas and distant lands. When she opened it, the breath left her lungs in a sharp, silent gasp. It was not the flowing, geometric script of the Arabic she was working to master with her ears, but the sharp, elegant lines of French. These were the verses of Ronsard and Marot, words that tasted of her former life in Cassis and the quiet afternoons in Père Augustin’s sun-drenched porch. She traced the letters with a trembling finger, her bones practically humming in recognition.

Over the days that followed, the book became her secret sanctuary. Every time Oumar left for the Governor’s palace, Colette would abandon her mop and chores to sink into the poetry. She soaked in the stanzas like parched soil absorbing a summer deluge, her mind drinking deeply of the metaphors and rhymes she had feared were lost to her forever. She memorized the cadence of the sonnets while she scrubbed the tiles, her lips moving silently to the rhythm of the verse as she polished the brass braziers.

One evening, while Colette was between visitors, Oumar sat by the window, watching the lights of the harbor flicker into existence. He was in a reflective mood, his golden spider seal resting dormant on the table as he spoke of the nature of longing and the way the desert sun could bleach the color from a man's memories.

"There is a poet of your lands," Oumar mused, his voice a low resonance in the quiet room. "He wrote of the rose. He said that even in the height of summer, the flower withers beneath the gaze of the moon."

"No," Colette said, the correction slipping from her tongue before she could catch it. The words were so ingrained in her mind from her afternoon readings that they moved of their own volition. "Ronsard wrote that the rose's beauty is stolen by the dawn, not the moon. 'Tandis que votre âge fleurit... Cueillez, cueillez votre jeunesse.' It is about the fleeting nature of time, Sidi, not the coldness of the night."

The silence that followed was absolute, heavier than any chain she had ever worn.

Oumar turned slowly, his eyes locking onto hers with a terrifying, predatory clarity. The scholar had vanished, replaced entirely by the warrior. He looked from her to the desk where the book sat under its pile, and then back to the eyes as they started to reflect on the mistake she had just committed.

"You can read," he said, his voice a dangerous skin-crawl of a whisper. "You have sat in this room, playing the part of a common whore, while your eyes were feasting on the secrets of my table."

Before she could stammer an apology or a plea, Oumar surged forward. His hand clamped around her wrist like a manacle of hot iron, his grip so tight she felt the delicate bones shift. He did not speak again; he simply hauled her toward the door, dragging her through the corridors of the dar al-farah with a violent purpose that sent the other girls scattering like frightened birds.

He kicked open the door to Khalida's study—the cramped, scroll-filled room where the mistress now slept—and threw Colette inside. She stumbled, falling against the sharp edge of a desk as Oumar stood in the doorway, his silhouette blocking out all light.

"Khalida!" Oumar roared, his voice shaking the very foundations of the house. "I came to this house because I worried for my privacy at the Governor’s estate, and then I find this slave has been reading my things, stealing my secrets. As her owner you answer for her. Will you cut off her hand or will I?"

The cramped study, once a sanctuary of quiet meditation and private correspondence, felt as though it were shrinking under the heat of Oumar’s fury. Khalida had been hunched over a ledger, her face pale in the flickering candlelight, but she surged to her feet as the door slammed against the stone wall. Her eyes darted from Oumar’s thunderous expression to Colette’s bruised wrist, after she had been flung to the floor.

"Effendi, what is this madness?" Khalida gasped, her voice trembling despite her years of practiced composure. "The girl—if she has offended, she will be disciplined. There is no need for such violence in this house".

"Disciplined?" Oumar’s laugh was a harsh, jagged sound that cut through the haze of incense. He stared at Colette, a look full of disappointment and disgust covering his face. "She has been feasting on my private thoughts. She corrects my French poetry as if she were a scholar of the Sorbonne, Khalida. She is not a maid; she is a thief of secrets". He turned his gaze on Khalida, his eyes narrowing into two slivers of obsidian. "And what of the mistress who placed her there? You did not just give me a servant; you planted a parasite in my bedchamber. Perhaps the punishment should not stop at the slave. Perhaps the mistress should lose a hand as well".

Colette, her breath coming in ragged hitches, saw the genuine terror in Khalida’s eyes. The architecture of their world—the delicate balance of power and profit—was paralyzed.

"Please, Sidi," Colette whispered, sinking to her knees on the cold tile, prostrating herself until her lips grazed the floor with every word, "She knew only what I allowed her to know. The fault is mine. I am the one who read, I am the one who betrayed your trust".

"Enough lies!" Oumar roared, his hand descending to strike the table, sending pens and inkwells rattling. "No slave in this city is this polished without a hand to mold her. Confess, Khalida, before I lose what is left of my patience and go for my sword."

Khalida sank back onto her knees beside Colette, the fight draining from her as she felt  the heavy weight of Oumar’s discovery. She exchanged a long, weighted look with Colette, a silent acknowledgement that the game had reached its end.

"It is true," Khalida said softly, her voice barely audible above the crackle of the brazier. "She is literate. A priest she calls Père Augustin saw to her mind before she ever reached the shores of Algiers". She took a shaky breath, smoothing the silk of her robe with trembling fingers. "She reads the French and the Italian correspondences that the men of the port leave carelessly on their nightstands. I sell what she finds. It is how this house has thrived, how it has stayed beyond the reach of envious competitors."

Colette bowed her head, the secret she had guarded so fiercely now lying naked on the floor between them. She expected the strike, the cold steel of a blade.

Instead, a profound, unsettling silence filled the room. Oumar did not move. He stood over them, his chest heaving, his shadow stretching long and monstrous across the scrolls and ledgers. Slowly, the tension in his shoulders began to dissipate, replaced by a cold, calculating stillness that was far more terrifying than his rage.

"So," Oumar murmured, his voice returning to that liquid, terrifyingly calm French. "The girl is a weapon, and you are the hand who wields her". He stepped toward the window, looking out at the dark silhouette of the city as if he could see through the stone of every villa in the Casbah. "I could have you both punished, marked as thieves, then sold to the interior, where your literacy would be a curse rather than a gift."

He turned back to them, the firelight catching the gold of his seal. "But a weapon is only as dangerous as the hand who holds the hilt. I will forgive this trespass. I will let your house stand, and I will let the girl keep her tongue". He paused, letting the weight of the mercy settle over them like a shroud. "But in exchange, you will perform a task for me. There is a piece of information moving through this city—a ghost that even my whisperers cannot find. You will find it for me".

"Anything, effendi," Khalida whispered, her forehead touching the ground.

Oumar looked down at Colette, his expression unreadable, a scholar once again studying a fascinating, deadly specimen. "Not yet. You will continue your duties. You will serve your patrons, and you will scrub my floors". He leaned down, his face inches from Colette’s, his scent of jasmine and tobacco overwhelming her. "When the time is right, I will tell you what it is I wish to know. Until then, remember that I am the one who owns you both."




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Seduction and Revelation

The morning after their exposure was a suffocating thing. Algiers woke with its usual, brassy clamor—the cries of water-sellers in the streets, the bray of donkeys, the distant, rhythmic chanting from the minarets—but inside the dar al-farah, the air felt as thin and dry as ash.

For Khalida, the transition back to the illusion of routine was an agonizing exercise in theater. She sat at her ledger in the quiet, scroll-filled study that now also served as her bedchamber, her fingers trembling so violently she ruined two pages with heavy blots of ink. Every footstep in the corridor sounded like the approach of trouble; every shadow that crossed her doorway wore the shape of Oumar Sidibé. The threat he had left hanging over them was not a clean, sharp blade, but a slow poison, calculated to erode their composure until they were entirely hollowed out.

It was worse for Colette. She was still bound to the physical geography of his suite, still forced to carry the water for his baths and sweep the ash from his brazier. When she entered his rooms, her heart hammered against her ribs with such force she was certain he could hear it. Oumar did not speak of the poetry, nor of their confession. He sat at the desk, his massive frame draped in dark, gold-embroidered silk, his golden spider seal catching the light as he turned his correspondence. He treated her with the same cool, analytical detachment as before, occasionally asking for a cup of mint tea or a freshly pressed tunic, but the silence between them was now charged with an unspoken understanding. He was letting her simmer in her own terror, watching the way her shoulders tensed whenever he moved his hands.

By the time the midnight oil had burned low and the last of the wealthy merchants had departed the house, the exhaustion had settled deep into Colette’s bones. She slipped into Khalida’s cramped study, locking the heavy cedar door behind her with a soft, desperate click.

Khalida was sitting on her low pallet of cushions, her hair unbound and her face stripped of the painted armor she wore for the world. In the dim, flickering amber light of the oil lamp, she looked fragile, the fine lines around her eyes and mouth betraying the sheer weight of the anxiety she had carried all day.

"He is going to destroy us, Colette," Khalida whispered, her voice cracking, stripped of its usual melodic authority. "He is waiting for the perfect moment to snap the trap shut. I have built this house stone by stone, secret by secret, and he can turn it to dust with a single word, destroying all the trust and confidence I’ve built."

Colette did not speak. She crossed the room silently, her movements fluid and quiet, and knelt at the edge of the cushions. She reached out, her fingers gently covering Khalida's trembling hand. "He seems to need us, Lalla," Colette said softly, her voice carrying a steady, quiet strength that she did not entirely feel. "A dead weapon is of no use to him. He wants the information. He does need us."

Khalida looked down at her, her dark eyes wide with a rare, naked vulnerability. "I have never let anyone see me this vulnerable," she murmured, her hand turning to clasp Colette’s tightly. "In this city, to show fear is to invite the wolves."

Colette leaned forward, her forehead resting gently against Khalida’s knee. The unspoken bond between them—tempered by shared secrets and now, the mutual threat of ruin—pulled them together. Colette’s hands moved to the hem of Khalida’s silk robe, slowly and with a reverence that required no permission. Khalida let out a ragged breath, her fingers tangling in Colette’s hair as the silk parted, exposing her bronze skin to the warm, amber light of the room.

Colette slid lower, parting Khalida's thighs with a gentle, persistent pressure. She breathed in the familiar, heavy scent of jasmine, rosewater, and the sharp, musky heat of the older woman's body. When Colette pressed her lips to the soft, sensitive flesh of Khalida’s inner thigh, she felt a violent tremor run through her mistress’s frame.

She moved slowly, her tongue tracing a path upward with deliberate, agonizing patience until she found the center of Khalida's heat. Khalida gasped, her head falling back against the cushions as her hips bucked slightly, her fingers tightening desperately in Colette’s hair. Colette worked with a quiet, focused devotion, using her mouth and tongue to soothe the coiled tension that had kept Khalida suffering all day. She drank in the taste of her, the slow, rhythmic movements of her jaw acting as an anchor in the storm of their shared terror.

Under Colette's touch, the calculations and the politics of the dar al-farah melted away. Khalida’s breath became a series of ragged, undone whimpers, her body arching off the silk cushions as the pleasure finally shattered the iron grip of her anxiety. She cried out softly, a muffled sound against the quiet of the night, as her climax washed over her, leaving her trembling and utterly spent.

Afterward, Colette crawled up the length of Khalida's body, resting her head against the older woman's chest. Khalida’s heart was still racing, but the frantic, desperate edge had gone. She wrapped her arms around Colette, holding her with a fierce, protective tightness that she had never shown before.

"I have never been so afraid," Khalida whispered into the darkness, her voice muffled by Colette’s hair. "Even when I was first brought to this city in chains, I felt I had some control. But Oumar... he looks through me as if I am made of glass. He knows everything, Colette. He has but to ask to know the names of the men I sell to, to know the couriers. If he asks us to betray the wrong people, ruin might become the preferred end."

Colette squeezed her eyes shut, listening to the steady, comforting beat of Khalida's heart. "You are clever, Lalla," she whispered back. "You survived this house long enough to own it. You will find a way to turn this around. For now, all we can do is find whatever secret he is hunting. The waiting is the worst part, our minds fill in the unknown with the worst. We just have to be patient. We have to."

“Thank you, little rose.”

They lay together in the quiet room, wrapped in the scent of spent passion and the heavy weight of their mutual captivity, waiting for the dawn and the inevitable request of Oumar Sidibé.

~ ~ ~

The salon was a riot of noise and heat, the air thick with the scent of burning oud and the sharp tang of spilled wine. Lutes plucked at a frantic, rhythmic melody that seemed to mimic the racing pulses of the men gathered on the low divans. Khalida was in her element, the undisputed sun around which the planets of Algiers’ elite orbited. She sat on her velvet chair as if on a throne, her face a mask of golden poise, laughing at the ribald joke of a Janissary captain while her eyes scanned the room with the attention of a hawk.

Colette slipped into the room from the side passage, her skin still cooling from the rosewater bath that followed her first visitor of the evening. Her hair was damp at the nape of her neck, and her silk wrap felt heavy despite its gossamer make. She sought Khalida’s gaze, a silent signal that she was ready to be reassigned, when the heavy cedar doors of the main entrance swung open.

The room didn't go silent, but the tenor of the noise changed, dropping an octave into a low, buzzing murmur. Oumar Sidibé stepped into the light. He was dressed with an ostentation that bordered on the offensive—robes of deep crimson silk embroidered with gold thread that caught the lamplight with every predatory step. He did not wait for an introduction. He walked straight to the center of the floor, his golden spider seal swinging visibly at his breast.

"Madame," Oumar’s voice boomed, cutting through the music. He reached into his belt and produced a purse of such significant weight that the clatter it made on the low table before Khalida silenced the lutes entirely. "The Frankish girl. Her time is mine for the night."

Khalida bowed her head, her smile tight. "Of course, effendi."

Oumar didn't stop. He stepped closer, his shadow falling over Khalida’s throne. He reached out, his large hand tilting her chin upward—a public, jarring intimacy that made the other men shift in their seats. "And your time as well, Madame. I find myself in a particularly... expansive mood. I wish to be attended by the best the house has to offer."

A shocked ripple went through the salon. Khalida’s eyes flared with a brief, incandescent spark of fury, but she was a creature of survival. She rose, her jewelry chiming in her ear like a death knell. "As you wish, Al-Sayyid Sidibé."

The walk up the stairs felt like a procession for the two women. Oumar led the way, his hand possessively on the small of Colette’s back, while Khalida followed behind, her spine so rigid it looked ready to snap. He led them to the last, and one of the largest guest suites—a room designed for debauchery, draped in translucent silks and lit by low, flickering oil lamps.

It was not enough to be past the beaded curtain covering the doorway, for a private conversation they need to be deep in the room, on the divan, the three together, then the lecherous mask dropped from Oumar’s face. He turned, his expression instantly returning to that cold, analytical stillness.

"You had no right," Khalida hissed, her voice low and vibrating with humiliated rage. "To shame me before my own house, before the men who provide our protection—we could have met in the study! I am the mistress of this house, not one of the slave to be summoned for a performance."

Oumar spoke carefully, controlled, as if his words were fine wine being poured out into a goblet. "If the city believes I am a lecherous libertine, they will look only to my actions and not to my inaction," he replied coolly. "A man distracted by the flesh is a man who is not suspected of anything else. Your disgrace is a small price to pay for my anonymity, Khalida."

He turned to look at her, his gaze sweeping over her silk robes. "Furthermore, once I give you this task, Colette will be occupied elsewhere. I need a reason to remain billeted here, and I need the house to believe my attention is fixed on you. You will play the part… unless you want Colette to stay with me and take her place."

Khalida opened her mouth to protest, a sharp retort on the tip of her tongue, but she caught the warning glint in his eye, remembering how compromised she was. She swallowed the pride that had sustained her for a decade and simply nodded, her jaw tight.

"Fine," she whispered. "Tell us what ghost you are hunting."

Oumar reclined back fully on the divan, pulling them in close to him. "The balance of power in the Maghreb is shifting. The Wattasid Sultanate in Fez is crumbling, and the Saadians are rising in the south. Algiers sits at the crossroads. I need to know which side the Regency will support. Specifically, I need to know the private minds of the Governor and the two primary council members, Abbas Bey and Moncef el-Amin."

Colette felt a cold stone sink in her stomach. A groan nearly escaped her lips. The Governor was a fortress, paranoid and unreachable, and though they did have one potential thread—his chief clerk, a man who knew the contents of every secret missive that crossed the Governor's desk. The problem was that the clerk was a regular of Farah, notoriously protective of her 'gentlemen', and jealous of Colette’s quick rise in the house.

"You have one week," Oumar continued, oblivious to Colette's internal calculations. "One week to find a way into their private chambers or their private papers. In the meantime, the performance continues. Every evening, I will come to the salon. I will make a show of my 'appetites', and I will bring you, Khalida, to this room. The city must believe I am drowning in your charms while the girl does her work collecting whispers."

He looked between the two women, the light of the lamp casting long, distorted shadows against the silk walls. "Do not fail me. If I am forced to leave Algiers without the answer I seek, I will ensure that the only secret left in this house is who will end up placing a collar back around your neck, Khalida."

~ ~ ~

The hour was deep, that bruised time of night when the scent of burnt oil and stale wine hung heavy in the silent corridors of the dar al-farah. Colette sat on the edge of Khalida’s low pallet, the flickering light of a single tallow candle casting long, weary shadows across the mistress's tired face. The house was finally empty of the boisterous merchants and mid-ranking politicians and army officers, leaving only the oppressive weight of Oumar’s presence in what used to be Khalida’s suite.

"Abbas Bey and Moncef el-Amin are accounted for," Colette whispered, her voice raspy from a night of forced charm. "I managed to lift the correspondence from Abbas’s vest while he was distracted by the wine, and Moncef... he is a man who cannot help but brag to a beautiful listener. They are split, Khalida. The council is a hive of indecision. One fears the Saadian rise will disrupt the gold trade, while the other believes the Wattasid are a dying horse not worth backing."

Khalida nodded slowly, her fingers absently tracing the embroidery of her silk robe. Her mind was aware that half their time had already elapsed. She did not complain about the charade she was forced to endure each evening—the way Oumar would loudly proclaim his desire for her in the salon and drag her upstairs, treating the mistress of the house like a common prize to be beckoned.

Colette watched her closely, noting the tight set of Khalida’s jaw. "It must be bitter," Colette said softly. "To have spent years building your reputation, only to be made to feel like a slave again with his performance."

Khalida met her eyes, a flash of cold, hard pragmatism shining through the fatigue. "The feeling of being a slave is a reprieve my ego can accept, Colette. If we do not get the information about which way the Governor leans, that feeling will become a permanent reality. I would play the role of a beggar in the Zūq if it meant keeping the Janissaries from our door." She leaned forward, her gaze intensifying. "What of the Governor’s clerk? He is the key, and he is still firmly tucked under Farah’s wing."

"Farah is the problem," Colette admitted, a knot of anxiety tightening in her stomach. "She is possessive, and she hates the esteem I have with you. I was hoping... perhaps you could intervene? Reassign her for an evening? Maybe send her away on an errand."

Khalida shook her head, her expression grim. "No. I have never interfered with the girls’ regulars. If I suddenly pull Farah away from the clerk, it will scream of a conspiracy. Oumar’s shadow is already long enough; we cannot afford to have anyone look too closely at our actions, especially now. You will have to confront her, Colette. In the open."

Colette sighed, then laid down to embrace her mistress.

~ ~ ~

The opportunity came two nights later. The salon was crowded, and the Governor’s clerk—a thin, nervous man with ink-stained cuticles—sat with Farah in a corner alcove. Farah was draped over him, her laughter sharp and artificial, her eyes darting toward Colette with ever-present malice.

Colette didn't hesitate. She moved with a predatory grace that Noor had perfected in her, crossing the floor with a tray of spiced wine. She didn't wait for an opening; she simply leaned into the clerk’s space, the scent of her jasmine oil overriding Farah’s own perfume. She whispered a single, daring suggestion in French—a language the clerk prided himself on understanding—and let her hand linger on his shoulder.

The clerk’s eyes widened, his face flushing a deep crimson as he looked from Farah’s boiling rage to Colette’s cool, inviting gaze. He was a man of small power, and the attention of the house's most discussed girl was a siren song he couldn't resist. He stood, stammering an apology to Farah, and followed Colette toward the stairs.

Below them, the salon remained a hum of activity, but the atmosphere had curdled. From the landing, Colette glanced back. Farah had not moved. She sat in the alcove, her back unnaturally straight, her fingers digging into the silk cushions until the embroidery stretched under the strain. Her gaze was not merely angry; it was a promise of ruin, a cold, focused hatred that seemed to vibrate across the distance. She looked at Colette not as a rival, but as a target.

Colette pulled the clerk into a private guest room, the beaded curtain clicking together and doing nothing to muffle the music of the lutes. The room was bathed in the amber glow of oil lamps, the walls draped in sheer, crimson silks that shimmered like fresh blood.

"You speak the tongue of my home," Colette whispered, her voice a low, melodic vibration as she began to unfasten the clerk’s outer vest. Her hands moved with a calculated rhythm, her fingers grazing his skin just enough to send a visible shiver through his narrow frame. "A man of such intellect must find the gossip of the salon so... tedious."

The clerk, whose name was Samuil, let out a shaky breath. He was starved for the kind of validation that only a woman of Colette's burgeoning reputation could provide. "It is a rare pleasure, Mademoiselle," he stammered, his eyes darting hungrily over the curve of her shoulders.

Colette guided him toward the low, silk-covered divan. She was acutely aware of the time; every minute she spent with him was another minute Farah’s vengeance fermented below. She began to strip him with a languid, practiced ease, her movements a distraction for her sharp, seeking eyes.

As his tunic fell to the floor, his leather satchel—the vessel of the Governor’s secrets—slumped beside it.

She pushed him back onto the cushions, her body a warm, distracting weight against his. As she kissed the line of his jaw, her hand strayed toward the satchel. She felt the heavy parchment and the wax seals within. Samuil gasped, his hands tangling in her hair, his desperation making him clumsy. Colette leaned into the sensation, playing the part of the enamored captive, all the while sliding the satchel’s contents out with her toes as she shifted her weight.

She moved her mouth to the sensitive hollow of his throat, her tongue tracing a slow, agonizing path downward. Samuil arched his back, his breath coming in ragged hitches, his eyes fluttering shut. In that moment of complete surrender, Colette’s hand dipped to the floor knocking letters under the divan.

“You are so tense, Sidi,” she whispered into the shell of his ear, her voice a low, sensual caress that seemed to dissolve the last of his willpower.

She pushed him back into the heap of silk cushions, her movements fluid and deliberate. With a slow, tantalizing grace, she slid down his body, kneeling between his trembling thighs. Samuil let out a strangled moan, his hands clenching the silk of the divan as Colette unfastened the remaining ties of his breeches. Her tongue traced up the lines of his manhood, when she took him in her mouth, she did so with a sudden, fierce intensity that made his arch his back, his breath hitching in a jagged sob of pleasure. She was unyielding, using her tongue and the soft pressure of her lips to drive him towards a precipice he was ill-prepared to handle. She watched him through her lashes, noting how his eyes rolled back, how his face flushed in a desperate, helpless heat.

But she would not let him release so quickly. She needed him pliable, his mind entirely untethered from the world.

She rose, rubbing her body against his, the pressure sliding the silk of her shift from her shoulders to pool at her waist, exposing her pale flesh to the flickering glow of the lamp light. Samuil reached for her, his movements clumsy and frantic, as she guided him to enter her. The sensation was a sharp intrusion, a blunt reminder of her station, but Colette leaned into it, masking her internal conflict with a series of low, rhythmic moans. She moved against him with a practiced violence, her hips grinding with an urgency that mimicked passion, forcing him to keep pace with her.

As the intensity mounted, Samuil’s world narrowed to the point of contact between them. He was no longer a clerk of the governor; he was merely a man drowning in a flood of sensations he had no hope to control. Colette gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin, pushing him harder, faster, until his breath became a frantic, ragged gasp.

When he finally shattered, it was with a violent convulsion that seemed to sap the very strength from his bones. He collapsed, his body heavy and spent, his face below the swaying of her breasts as he spilled himself into her. Colette held him then, her arms wrapping around his trembling frame with a comforting, loving closeness that was nothing but a lie.

She remained motionless, close, as his breathing slowed, her mind fixed on the shadow of the divan where the contents of the leather satchel lay. Even as she felt the cooling wetness of his release on her thighs, her thoughts were already elsewhere, calculating the seconds until she could reach for the secrets he had surrendered. 

To Colette’s surprise and chagrin, Samuil had fallen asleep, making all her contortions to empty his satchel and hide the contents utterly unnecessary. She carefully got up and flipped through the pages with a silent, frantic speed. Her eyes scanned the words, the flowing Arabic script would not be fully understood but enough—the Governor’s private accounts, the troop movements, and finally, the correspondence regarding the Moroccan throne.

Wattasid. The word was written in a sharp, hurried hand. The Governor was doubling down on the old regime, a move that meant Algiers would be a tinderbox of rebellion within months.

She took the time to clean herself then left him still sleeping, a spent and forgotten man, and slipped back into the hallway.

The silence of the upper corridor was shattered by a soft, sibilant sound. Colette turned to see Farah standing in the shadows by the stairs. She was no longer sitting; she was waiting. In the dim light, Farah’s face was a pale mask of fury. She stepped forward, her hand moving with lightning speed to catch Colette by the jaw, her nails drawing a thin line of blood.

"You think you are clever, little Frankish rat," Farah hissed, her face inches from Colette’s. "You think because Lalla favours you and the Golden Spider looks at you, you are safe. But he will leave and she can not be everywhere. And when that happens, I will peel that pretty skin from your bones inch by inch. I will make sure you end up so hideous that even sailors and dock workers will avoid you."

Farah didn't wait for a response. She turned and vanished into the darkness of the lower halls, leaving the scent of her bitter perfume and the stinging heat of the scratch on Colette's face.

Colette stood in the hall, the secret of the Wattasid burning in her mind, and the weight of Farah’s promise heavy in her gut. She had the information, but she knew with a terrifying certainty that the price of this night had yet to be fully paid.

When she returned to Khalida’s room later that night, her hands were shaking. "I have it," she told Khalida, but the victory felt hollow. "But Farah... She isn't going to let this go."

"We will deal with Farah when we have survived Oumar," Khalida said, though her own eyes betrayed a similar unease.

Together, they went to Oumar’s suite. He was standing by the window, his back to them, the golden spider seal sitting on the desk and glinting in the moonlight. He listened in silence as Colette recited the Governor’s intentions, her voice steady despite the adrenaline still coursing through her.

"The Wattasid," Oumar repeated, the word sounding like a death sentence in the quiet room. He didn't turn around. He didn't offer praise or a sign that their debt was cleared. "You have done well to find the truth in the heart of a coward."

"And our arrangement?" Khalida asked, her voice tight.

"The performance continues until I leave," Oumar said, finally turning to look at them. His eyes were unreadable, two dark voids that gave nothing away. "You have given me my answer. For now, that is enough."

He dismissed them with a wave of his hand, leaving Colette and Khalida to return back into the bowels of the house, where the silence of the corridors now felt like a predatory thing, and the memory of Farah’s eyes waited in the dark.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Bargains and Transitions

The afternoon sun hung low and heavy over the Casbah, bleeding a deep, bruised orange through the latticework of Oumar’s suite. Inside, the heat was stagnant, smelling of incense and the sharp, metallic tang of the ink Oumar used to draft his reports back to Marrakech. Colette was on her knees, near the heavy, cedar wardrobe, fastidiously folding a stack of linen tunics, her movements silent and practiced. She felt Oumar’s gaze on the back of her neck, a physical weight that had become as familiar to her as the feel of the crimson collar.

A sharp rap at the door broke the silence. Khalida entered, unbidden, her spine straight and her face set in that regal, impenetrable mask she wore when she held court with the powerful in the salon. She offered an inclination of her head, her silk robes whispering against the floorboards.

“You summoned me, Effendi?” Khalida asked, her voice steady, though her eyes darted briefly to Colette to get a measure of the room.

Oumar did not rise from the desk, her desk. He leaned back, the golden spider seal at his breast catching a stray beam of light. He looked at Khalida, then back at Colette, a slow, willful smile tugging the corner of his mouth.

“The girl has a mind like a master locksmith,” Oumar began, turning to French, his words low and resonant. “It was as if she walked into the Governor’s office, unpicked the locks of his most trusted servant, and brought back the prize without leaving a trace of her deeds. It is a rare jewel you have Khalida. Most women in this city are either blunt instruments or decorative porcelain. She is a surgeon’s blade.”

Khalida’s expression remained neutral, but a tiny pulse began to throb at her temple. “She is as I trained her to be, Effendi. An asset to the house.”

“She is wasted as an asset to a house, even one as well run as yours, Khalida.” Oumar countered, his voice dropping to a low, intimate level. He stood up, his massive frame casting a long shadow that seemed to swallow the room. He walked up to the window, looking out at the white rooftops of Algiers. “I have use for one such as she in the courts of Marrakech, and at the administrative halls of the Sublime Porte. I have found that I have become accustomed to her presence and the way she anticipates all that I require.”

He turned back to face Khalida, his eyes burning with a sudden, sharp clarity. “I will buy her from you. Outright. No need for more nightly performances for the merchants, no more scrubbing my floors as a charade. She will join my retinue.”

The air in the room seemed to vanish. Colette’s hands froze on the linen in her lap, her heart hammering a frantic drumming against her ribs. To be owned by the Golden Spider was a fate she had never considered; a life full of court intrigue, yes, but a life entirely severed from the small, fragile sanctuary she had managed to build for herself, separated from Khalida, and that much further to Étienne; but since that day at the market, did he even want her close?

Khalida’s eyes widened, a rare crack appearing in her steely composure. “Effendi, the girl is not for sale. She is the foundation of my establishment’s intelligence. Without her the value of the dar al-farah drops to that of a common brothel.”

Oumar reached into the heavy silk sash at his waist and produced a small leather pouch. He did not toss it; he placed it delicately on the desk. When the ties loosened, the light caught the surface of gemstones, giving the room a dull, unmistakable glow of large, uncut emeralds. Among them were stacks of gold dinars, that alone could have bought a corsair fleet.

“This is more than the girl will earn you in a decade of service,” Oumar said. “It is enough to buy ten girls of equal beauty. I am offering you a fortune, Khalida. Do not pretend that your operation will collapse without this girl.”

Khalida looked at the gold, the gems, the green reflecting in her dark eyes, and then she looked at Colette. For a moment, the two women shared a silent, desperate language. Khalida saw the terror and the unspoken plea in Colette’s gaze; the fear of yet again being taken to an unknown world.

“No,” Khalida said, the word small but certain.

Oumar’s brows arched in genuine surprise. “No? You would choose a single slave over financial security and my favor?”

“You already know most of my secrets, Effendi,” Khalida replied, her voice gaining a hard, defiant edge. “Here is another, she is not only the eyes I see the city and the ears I hear it. You are right, I have others. She has become dear to me, personally. When I look at her now, I see fear in her eyes. Your offer is extremely generous, and if you calm those fears, I will consider it. Until then, my answer is no.”

Oumar stepped closer to her, his presence looming over the mistress. The tension was so thick it felt as though the silk hangings might ignite. He looked at Khalida with a mixture of irritation and a new, grudging respect.

“You are a foolish woman for falling for a slave, Khalida,” he murmured, his voice a low growl. “I will accept your decision for now, but this is not over. I see her value as well as you do.”

He turned his gaze to Colette, who was still kneeling, her breaths short and shallow. “It seems you are not mine yet, little Frankish rose. Your mistress has a spine of iron.”

He waved a hand, a dismissive gesture that signaled the end of the negotiation, though the gold and emeralds remained on the desk. A taunting reminder of the price Khalida had refused. “Leave us, I still have reports to finish and I require my maid to focus on her task and not on her lover.”

Khalida bowed, her movements stiff with the aftershocks of her daring and Oumar’s quip. She turned and walked out, chin held high, but as the door closed behind her, Colette saw a slight tremor of her mistress’s hands. An offer had been made, and a refusal had been recorded, for now.

~ ~ ~

The heavy cedar door clicked shut, the sound echoing like thunder in the sudden stillness of the room. The silence that followed was thick, vibrating with the residual energy of the clash between Khalida’s protective will and Oumar’s predatory ambition. Colette remained on her knees, her fingers still digging into the fine linen of the tunic she had been folding, her knuckles white and bloodless.

Oumar did not return to his desk immediately. He stood in the center of the room, his shadow stretched long and jagged by the dying afternoon sun. He watched the door for a long moment, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips—not of cruelty, but of the grim satisfaction a hunter feels when he encounters a beast that refuses to flee.

"She has a sharp tongue for someone whose life hangs by a silken thread," Oumar mused, his voice dropping into that smooth, terrifyingly calm French. He turned his head slowly, his gaze pinning Colette to the spot. "Do you know what she just did, little rose? She spat in my eye for the sake of your company."

Colette swallowed hard, her throat feeling as though it were lined with desert sand. "She... she is loyal to those whom she trusts and loves, Effendi," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the frantic thrumming of her heart.

Oumar walked toward her, his heavy boots silent on the Persian rugs. He stopped just inches away, the scent of musk almost overwhelming her. He reached out, not with the violence he had shown when he discovered her literacy, but with a terrifying, clinical gentleness. He hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her face upward, forcing her to meet his obsidian eyes.

"Loyalty is a word for poets," he said softly. "In this city, there is only utility and possession. She thinks she protects you by keeping you in this gilded cage, scrubbing floors and performing for men who lack the wit to understand the books you hold in your mind."

He let his hand slide from her chin to her cheek, his thumb brushing against the faint, reddened scratch Farah had left on her skin. His touch was cool, almost soothing, yet it made Colette’s flesh burn with a heat she was unwilling to accept.

"She says you are afraid," Oumar continued, his thumb lingering on the mark. "Tell me, Frankish girl—what is it you fear more? The unknown halls of the Sublime Porte where your mind would be a weapon? Or the familiar walls of this house, where a viper like this, Farah waits in the shadows to peel the skin from your bones the moment I depart?"

Colette’s eyes widened, how could he know that? Then her eyes looked at the leather pouch on the desk, the green fire of the emeralds spilling out onto the wood like drops of poisoned wine. The wealth was staggering, a king’s ransom for a girl who had once been nothing more than a fisherman’s daughter in Cassis. She thought of Khalida’s trembling hands and the fierce, protective defiance in her voice.

"I fear being a pawn for games I can not control, Effendi," Colette replied, her voice gaining a sliver of the iron she had seen in her mistress. "Whether that game is in Algiers or Marrakech matters little if I am not the one moving the pieces."

Oumar laughed—a low, rich sound that rumbled in his chest. He pulled his hand away, retreating a step as if satisfied with the answer. "A surgeon’s knife indeed. You have an edge that even Khalida cannot blunt."

He walked back to the desk and swept the emeralds and gold back into the pouch with a careless, clashing sound. He didn't hide them away; he left the bag sitting there, a heavy, tethering weight between them.

"Return to your work," he commanded, though the edge of his voice had softened. "The sun has set, and the reports will not write themselves. Finish your tasks. Your mistress has bought you another day as her courtesan, but remember this: I am a patient man, Colette. And, as a slave, you will never get to move the pieces."

Colette rose unsteadily, her legs feeling like water. As she returned to the wardrobe, she could feel his eyes returning to the back of her neck.

~ ~ ~

The flickering light of the tallow candles cast long, dancing shadows against the walls as Oumar returned to his work. For an hour, the only sound in the room was the rhythmic scratching of his quill against parchment and the soft rustle of linen as Colette finished her chores. The silence was not peaceful; it was a pressurized thing, thick with the weight of the offer still sitting on the desk between them.

Oumar finally set the quill aside, the ink still glistening wetly on the page. He didn't turn around, but his voice cut through the quiet with surgical precision.

"And what of Sagheer? Or is it Étienne?"

Colette froze, a silk sash half-folded in her hands. The name hit her like a physical blow, knocking the air from her lungs. She had been careful, so agonizingly careful, never to speak his name within earshot of anyone but Khalida. She had buried her brother in the deepest, most silent part of her heart to keep him safe from the transactional cruelty of Algiers.

"You look surprised," Oumar said, finally turning in his chair. He leaned back, crossing his arms over his broad chest. "You did very well to hide your connection to him recently, but that was not always the case. Was it? Did you not think that I would seek to learn everything about you? You have fascinated me even before I saw your full value, Colette. I sought to know everything about you after our first conversation in the garden."

"How... how much do you know? About him." she whispered, the silk sash fluttering to the floor, forgotten.

"I know he was taken in the raid with you. I know he is young, able-bodied, and that he is well on his way to making an excellent guard," Oumar replied, his gaze unblinking. "And I know that as long as you are a slave in this house, he will shun you. You collect secrets for Khalida. But that is not what he sees, is it? He looks at that red collar and thinks only about what he has been told about them."

Colette felt a cold shiver of reality wash over her. It was the truth she looked away from every morning. Khalida was her protector, yes, but Khalida’s power did not extend to Étienne’s heart.

Oumar rose and walked toward her, stopping just at the edge of her personal space. "If you were part of my retinue, you would be an extension of me, as if you were my own shadow. Would he think differently of you then, Colette. Would he remember the sister that cared for him as a child once that red collar is gone? I offer you the opportunity to look different in his eyes."

He saw the conflict playing out behind her eyes—the desperate, jagged hope warring with the bone-deep fear of the unknown.

"You may think of me as a monster, trying to manipulate you with your brother," Oumar murmured, his voice softening into a persuasive, low baritone. "But the world is full of monsters who hide behind smiles. I am acknowledging that I want you, that I know you, and that I offer more."

Colette looked up at him, searching the dark depths of his eyes for a lie, but she found only the same cool, terrifying pragmatism. He wasn't promising her love or kindness; he was promising her a trade. Her brilliance for his clout.

"He would know of it?" she asked, her voice trembling. "That I am no longer here?"

"I would have word of your purchase spread to every corner of the city, " Oumar promised. He reached out, his hand hovering near her shoulder but not touching, giving her the illusion of a choice. "The fear you feel for yourself is a small thing, Colette. It is the fear of a bird leaving a cage it has grown to trust. But how long can you stay in this cage before you are no longer you?"

The walls of the dar al-farah, which had felt like a comfort only an hour ago, suddenly felt like a tomb. The comfort she found in Khalida's arms, the familiarity of the scent of jasmine and rosewater—all of it seemed insignificant compared to the image of Étienne turning away from her at the market.

Slowly, the tension began to drain from Colette’s shoulders. It had never been Oumar that she feared, but the unknown. She realized then that the "safety" Khalida offered was a static thing, a slow rot of secrets and service. Oumar offered a storm, but in that storm, there was a way to the only thing that mattered.

"If you offer the same price," she said, her voice finally steady, "if Khalida accepts... then I am your pawn to move."

Oumar’s smile was slow and triumphant, the golden spider at his breast gleaming in the dying candlelight. He didn't claim her then, nor did he reach for the purse on the desk. He simply nodded, a silent pact sealed in the quiet of the room. "Finish the packing, little rose. We leave Algiers soon, we will just have to replace that collar first."

~ ~ ~

The next morning was crisp, the air tasting of sea salt and the lingering charcoal fires of the lower city. Instead of the harbor, however, Oumar and Khalida led Colette deep into the bowels of the Kasbah, where the streets narrowed until the stone walls seemed to lean in, whispering the stories of all the old souls that have passed along their paths.

They stopped before a low, soot-stained archway. Inside, the roar of a bellows and the rhythmic, clink-hiss of a forge filled the cramped space. The blacksmith, a man whose skin was the color of seasoned teak and mapped with burn scars, didn't look up until Oumar’s shadow fell across his anvil.

"The commission is ready?" Oumar asked, his voice cutting through the heat.

The smith nodded, and whistled for a young boy who ran off to retrieve a circle of metal that gleamed with a predatory light.

"Step forward," Khalida commanded. Her voice was steady, but as Colette obeyed, she saw a flicker of profound mourning in the mistress's eyes. Though the deed had already been transferred, this was the final unmaking of their bond.

The ceremony began with the removal of the old owner’s symbol. Khalida reached out, her fingers lingering for a heartbeat on the worn red leather of Colette’s collar—the badge of the jariya. With a deft touch, Khalida unbuckled the crimson band that had been around Colette she arrived at the dar al-farah nearly twenty months ago. As the leather was pulled away, Colette felt a sudden, terrifying lightness, as if her very head might float away without the weight of it.

Then came the iron.

The smith stepped forward with the new collar. It was a masterpiece of intimidation and artistry: a heavy band of cold-forged steel, its surface intricately etched with gold and silver scrollwork that mirrored the patterns on Oumar’s own signet. It was not merely a mark of ownership; it was a piece of jewelry for an owned creature.

The metal was warm—but not so hot it burned—as the smith fit the two halves around Colette’s throat. The fit was agonizingly precise, sitting flush against her skin, leaving barely any room for a finger to slide beneath it. Colette stood frozen, her breath coming in shallow, ragged hitches, the smell of hot iron and acrid smoke filling her lungs.

"Hold the pin," the smith grunted.

The blacksmith placed the steel rivet through the hinge. He struck the first few blows, the vibrations rattling Colette’s teeth and sending shocks of white-hot sound through her skull. Every strike felt like a nail being driven into her old identity.

Finally, the smith stepped back and offered the heavy hammer to Oumar.

Oumar stepped into the light of the forge, his presence looming. He looked down at Colette, his eyes unreadable, reflecting the orange glow of the coals. He took the hammer in a grip that spoke of absolute certainty.

"You are mine now," Oumar murmured, "and will do my bidding."

He swung. The final strike was singular and deafening. The hammer met the rivet with a finality that seemed to echo out of the forge and across the entire Mediterranean. The metal was now one continuous, unbreakable loop. The heat from the friction of the strike blossomed against Colette's skin, a searing brand in her mind that marked the exact moment she ceased to be a girl of the House of Whispers and became the property of the Golden Spider.

The smith poured a ladle of cool water over the metal to set it. The resulting hiss of steam rose around Colette’s face like a veil.

As the mist cleared, Colette reached up with trembling fingers to touch the cold, ornate steel now permanently affixed around her neck. It was heavy—far heavier than the leather had been—and it pulled at her posture, forcing her chin upward. She looked at Khalida, who stood as still as a statue, and then at Oumar, who was already turning toward the door, his mind already planning the trip to Marrakech.

The weight of the steel was a constant, cooling pressure against her pulse. As she followed them out of the forge and into the blinding Algiers sun, the gold and silver scrollwork caught the light, flashing brilliantly for all the city to see. She moved with a stiff, careful grace, the question echoing in her mind with every step: had she simply traded a cage of silk for one of iron?


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Farewells and Passions

The air in Khalida’s study was thick with the scent of jasmine oil and the heavy, metallic tang of the new collar, which felt like a cold weight against Colette’s collarbones. Oumar’s "mercy" had granted them this final night—a pocket of stolen time before the desert road claimed her.

Khalida sat upon her low divan, her hair unbound, falling in dark, silken waves over her shoulders. She looked older in the flickering amber light of the oil lamp, the mask of the formidable madame finally discarded. Colette knelt before her, her fingers trembling as she reached out to touch Khalida’s face.

"One night," Colette whispered, the steel of her neck-ring catching the lamp’s glow.

"Then let us use every heartbeat of it," Khalida replied, her voice a soft ache.

Colette began her worship with a slow, agonizing reverence. She leaned in, her lips brushing against Khalida’s earlobe, tracing the delicate curve before moving to the sensitive skin of her neck. She inhaled the scent of her—jasmine and rosewater—and felt the older woman’s pulse thrumming frantically against her tongue. Colette’s kisses were a map of their shared history, moving downward to the swell of Khalida’s breasts. She lingered there, her mouth warm and demanding, until Khalida’s breath became a series of ragged, undone whimpers.

Colette descended further, her hands sliding over the familiar silk of Khalida’s skin, worshipping the curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. When she reached the junction of Khalida’s thighs, she moved with a focused, desperate devotion. She parted her with a gentle, persistent pressure, losing herself in the salt and honey of the woman who had been both her captor and her sanctuary.

The silence of the study was broken only by the frantic, uneven rhythm of their breathing. Colette moved with a desperate hunger, her hands sliding beneath Khalida’s hips to lift her, tilting her pelvis up toward the amber lamplight. The scent of the room now heavy with musk, cedar, and the salt-sweet heat of Khalida’s body, it seemed to concentrate in the small space between them.

Colette did not rush. She began with the softest of pressures, her breath hot against the dark, silken curls of Khalida’s mound. She used her nose and lips to nuzzle the sensitive skin of Khalida's inner thighs, inhaling her essence deeply, a sensory memory she intended to carry across the desert. When she finally made contact, her tongue was a slow, agonizingly deliberate caress, tracing the outer petals of Khalida's sex with a reverence that made the older woman’s fingers lock into the silk of the divan.

"Colette..." Khalida gasped, her head falling back, her spine arching until her body barely touched the divan, the curve of her breasts like mountain peaks.

Colette’s response was to deepen the kiss. She parted Khalida with her fingers, exposing the delicate, hidden folds of her anatomy. Her tongue became a sharp, seeking instrument, flicking with rhythmic precision over the swollen center of Khalida's heat. She was relentless, her mouth creating a wet, suctioning heat that mimicked the intensity of a drowning woman reaching for air. She drank from her, savoring the sharp, metallic tang of Khalida’s arousal, her tongue swirling and probing with a mastery she had learned in the shadows of this very house, but practiced now with a soul-deep sincerity.

As Khalida’s whimpers turned into low, guttural moans, Colette’s pace quickened. She used the flat of her tongue to press against the most sensitive nerves, while her fingers worked in tandem, stroking and teasing. She was worshipping at a temple she was about to be exiled from, and the "fierce intensity" of her labor was a silent vow.

Khalida’s legs shook, her heels digging into the cushions as she reached the precipice. Colette felt the internal tremors begin, the rhythmic clenching of muscles that signaled the end. She didn't pull away; she pressed closer, her face buried in the heat of Khalida's lap, capturing every shuddering vibration. As Khalida finally shattered, crying out a name that was lost to the heavy tapestries, Colette remained there, holding her, drinking in the last of her pleasure as if she could soak enough of Khalida into her veins to last a lifetime of winters.

Khalida’s fingers tangled in Colette’s hair, her body arching off the cushions as she reached a shattering peak. But as the tremors subsided, Khalida did something she had never done in all their months together. She reached down, her hands firm and guiding, and pulled Colette upward until they were eye to eye.

"Tonight," Khalida murmured, "there is no mistress and no slave. Only us."

The power shifted with a sudden, heavy grace as Khalida guided Colette down onto the heap of velvet cushions. For the first time, the woman who had spent years as the architect of other people’s desire became the sole provider of it. Khalida knelt between Colette’s ivory thighs, her dark hair pooling like ink over Colette’s stomach, her hands sliding upward to pin Colette’s wrists gently against the sheets.

When Khalida leaned down, her first touch was a shock of heat against the cold steel of the collar. She kissed the skin just above the ornate metal, then trailed her lips down the center of Colette’s body, leaving a path of fire in her wake. When her mouth finally found the core of Colette’s being, it was with a mastery that surpassed anything Colette had ever experienced.

Khalida was indeed thorough. She did not use the frantic, fumbling energy of the men Colette served; instead, she moved with the slow, rhythmic confidence of a woman who knew every hidden nerve and every silent trigger of the body. Her tongue was a warm, firm benediction, swirling with a steady pressure that seemed to dissolve the very bones in Colette's legs. She teased the sensitive crest of Colette's sex, her mouth creating a deep, resonant suction that pulled a sharp, jagged cry from Colette’s throat.

Colette’s defenses—the mental walls she built to endure her nights, the stoicism she used to face the men—melted away like wax in a forge. She was laid bare, her body vibrating under the expert ministrations of Khalida’s lips and tongue. The sensation was an overwhelming tide, a rhythmic pulsing that built in the small of her back and radiated through every limb.

"Lalla... please," Colette choked out, her head tossing from side to side on the silk.

“Not Lalla anymore, my sweet,” Khalida said.

“Khalida,” Colette moaned.

Khalida did not relent. She increased the pressure, her tongue flickering with a sudden, relentless speed that pushed Colette over the final edge. Colette cried out. Her back arched violently off the divan, her fingers clawing at the silk sheets until they threatened to tear. The world reduced itself to the blinding white light of her climax, a convulsion of pure, unadulterated sensation that left her gasping for breath.

As the waves of pleasure ebbed, Colette lay limp and trembling, her heart drumming a frantic, terrified tattoo against the unyielding, cold steel of Oumar’s collar—a reminder that even in her most profound moment of release, the iron of her new life was already there, waiting to claim her anew.

They lay tangled together afterward, the room quiet save for their mingled breathing.

"I hated you," Colette confessed into the crook of Khalida’s neck, her voice small and honest. "When you first bought me... when you stood in that market and looked at me like a horse to be traded, I truly hated you. I hated that you made me a thing to be used. I hated the nights, and the men, and the tonics and the basins that never felt like it washed the scent of them away."

Khalida’s arms tightened around her. "I know. I saw it in your eyes every morning."

"But time... and you... it changed," Colette continued, a tear tracing a path down her cheek. "You gave me a mind again. You gave me a way to fight back. I don’t know when the hate turned into this, but I am terrified to leave you."

Khalida pulled back just enough to look at her, her expression solemn. "You are going where I cannot follow, Colette. But you will not go alone. I give you my word: I will watch over Étienne. I will use every coin and every secret I have to ensure he is safe, and I will write to you—in the French you taught me to value—with every scrap of news. And Isobel... little Cevri... I will send news of her as well when I can."

"You promise?"

"On my soul," Khalida whispered.

They made love again as the moon crossed the sky, and then again as the first grey light of dawn began to bleed through the mashrabiya screens. Each touch was a farewell, a frantic attempt to memorize the texture of skin and the sound of a sigh. When the heavy tread of Oumar’s boots finally sounded in the corridor outside, Colette sat up, her hand instinctively going to her throat.

The night was over, but as she looked at Khalida one last time, she saw the strength she would need to carry. She wasn't just a slave with a steel collar; she was a woman with a promise, and a heart that had learned to love in the shadows of a house of whispers.

~ ~ ~

The morning of the departure arrived with a sky the color of pale ash, the air unusually still as the dar al-farah prepared for a loss Khalida had not yet fully reckoned with. In the central courtyard, the fountain’s steady drip-drop sounded like a ticking clock. Colette stood near the entrance, her traveling cloak of heavy Berber wool draped over her shoulders, the ornate steel collar around her neck glinting with a cold, superior light.

Khalida stood before her, her regal composure a brittle mask. Beside her, Noor looked on, her eyes unusually soft. The other girls—Zahra, Mariam, and even the younger ones—had gathered in a semi-circle, a silent congregation of silk and perfume witnessing the departure of the one most had learned to love as a sister.

"Remember what I told you," Khalida whispered, her hand lingering on Colette’s arm one last time. "You will always be in my heart."

Colette nodded, her throat tight against the metal band. She turned to Noor, who reached out and smoothed a stray lock of hair. "You were my best student," Noor murmured. "Go and show those Moroccan courts what a woman of Algiers can do."

The farewell was shattered by a sharp, jagged cry of rage.

"She is a traitor!"

Farah burst from the shadows of the lower colonnade, her face contorted into a mask of pure, unadulterated venom. She had been nursing her humiliation since the night Colette stole the Governor’s clerk, and the sight of Colette leaving, not in chains, but in a silver and gold collar had finally snapped her restraint.

"You think you’ve won?" Farah shrieked, lunging forward. She had a small, sharp bodkin hidden in her sleeve, its steel tip aimed directly at Colette’s exposed cheek. "I will mark you so he never wants to look at you again!"

Before she could reach the center of the courtyard, two of Oumar’s guards, who had been standing like statues near the gate, moved with the synchronized lethality of striking cobras. One caught Farah’s wrist, twisting it until the needle clattered to the tiles; the other slammed his forearm into her chest, pinning her against a limestone pillar with a bone-jarring thud.

Oumar Sidibé stepped into the courtyard, his presence instantly drawing all the attention. He did not look at Farah; he looked at Khalida.

"I thought my property would be safe with you Khalida," Oumar said, his voice a low, vibrating rumble that made the girls shrink back. "And yet, a common street-cat attempts to mar what is mine under your very roof."

Khalida stepped forward, her voice trembling. "Effendi, she will be disciplined. I will handle her…"

"No," Oumar interrupted, his eyes finally settling on the struggling Farah. "She has insulted me. I find her insolence... tiresome. Sell her to me, Khalida. Right now. I will pay you more than a fair price to have the right to punish her."

The courtyard went deathly silent. Farah, realizing for the first time the magnitude of the cliff she had walked over, felt the guard’s grip slacken just enough for her to fall to her knees. The rage evaporated, replaced by a cold, soul-deep terror.

"Lalla, no!" Farah wailed, reaching out for Khalida’s hem. "Please! I was jealous, I was foolish! Do not sell me to him! I beg of you, forgive me—beat me, starve me, but do not let him take me!"

Khalida looked down at the girl who had been part of her house for years, then at Oumar, whose hand was resting on Colette’s arm. Her eyes met Colette’s and suddenly, she no longer wanted to refuse him, she was just jealous that he would be able to mete out a punishment that she had never been able to.

"The girl is yours, Effendi," Khalida said, her voice hollow.

A collective gasp went up from the other girls. Farah let out a thin, high-pitched keening sound.

"Bring the whip," Oumar commanded, his gaze never leaving Colette’s face, as if he were testing her resolve.

The guards moved with a detached, rhythmic efficiency, hauling a struggling, hysterical Farah toward the center of the space. Her silk robes, once bright and defiant, were torn at the shoulder, and her hair—usually a meticulously coiffed weapon of vanity—fell in tangled, sweaty knots over her face. They jerked her arms upward, her wrists scraping against the cold, rusted iron rings fixed to the fountain’s stone base, and pulled the leather bindings tight until she was forced onto her tiptoes, her body stretched taut.

The other girls stood in a line along the colonnade, a frieze of pale faces and trembling hands. Noor gripped the edge of a pillar so hard her knuckles turned white, while Zahra stared at the floor, her lips moving in a silent, desperate prayer.

Oumar did not hand the task to a subordinate. He stepped forward, shedding his heavy traveling cloak to reveal the corded, powerful muscle of his forearms. He took the lash from a guard—a wicked thing of braided hippopotamus hide, the tips weighted with small, leaden beads designed to bite rather than simply sting.

The first strike was not a warning; it was a thunderclap.

The lash whistled through the air before biting into the tender skin of Farah’s back. The sound was a wet, heavy thwack that echoed off the limestone walls like a physical force. Farah didn't scream at first; the air was simply driven from her lungs in a sharp, guttural heave. It was only when Oumar drew the whip back, trailing a spray of crimson droplets across the tiles, that she found her voice—a thin, high-pitched shriek that shattered any pretence of silence.

Oumar moved with a terrifying, rhythmic patience. He did not strike in a blind rage; he placed each blow with the precision of a craftsman. He adjusted his stance, his boots scuffing the stone, and swung again. The leaden tips tore through the fine silk of Farah's bodice, flaying the skin beneath into raw, jagged ribbons. Colette watched, paralyzed, as the pristine white stone of the fountain was dappled with red.

By the fifth strike, Farah’s screams had dissolved into a low, repetitive whimpering. Her body jerked with every impact, her feet dancing a desperate, useless rhythm against the stones as she tried to find purchase that wasn't there. Oumar’s face remained a mask of absolute, frozen stone—his breath steady, his eyes fixed on the damage he was inflicting. He was not just punishing a girl; he was re-establishing the hierarchy of the world, reminding every soul in the dar al-farah that the price of touching his property was a debt paid in flesh.

The tenth strike brought blood in earnest, a dark bloom that soaked into the remains of Farah's clothes and began to trickle down toward the fountain’s basin. The leaden beads had done their work, opening deep furrows that wept crimson. Oumar paused for a heartbeat, the whip trailing in the dust, his gaze shifting to Colette. He wanted her to see. He wanted her to feel the weight of the protection he provided.

Colette felt the vibration of each strike deep in her own marrow, the rhythmic crack echoing in the hollow of her chest. The ornate steel collar around her neck felt heavier than ever, a cooling band of responsibility that seemed to tighten with every lash. She looked at the woman who had tried to destroy her—now reduced to a broken, bleeding animal shivering against the stone—and felt the bile rise in her throat.

As Oumar delivered the final, crushing blow that sent Farah into a state of limp, semi-conscious shock, he dropped the whip into the bloody water of the basin. The splash was the final period on Farah’s life in the house. Colette stared at the ruins of the woman, her heart drumming a frantic, mournful tattoo against her iron collar. There was no triumph in the air, only the heavy, suffocating scent of iron and the realization that in Oumar’s world, mercy was merely a different kind of sentence.

When it was over, Farah was untied, a sobbing, broken heap on the tiles, her back a ruined mess. Oumar motioned to his guards. "Take her down to the harbor. Find the lowest, most wretched brothel on the docks—the one where the sailors go when they have been refused any other house. Sell her there for a single copper. Ensure the master knows she is never to be sold elsewhere and that he has her neck tattooed red, so that crimson band is always a part of her."

The guards hauled the limp and crying Farah toward the gates. Her eyes met Colette’s one last time, not with malice, but with a hollow, wide-eyed shock as she realized the finality of her descent.

Oumar turned to Colette, his expression unreadable. "The road is long, and the sun is rising. Let us leave this place."

Colette followed him out, her shadow merging with his as they stepped out of the courtyard, leaving the dar al-farah behind as the sobbing from the street grew distant, lost in the roar of the Algiers morning.

~ ~ ~

The caravan moved like a slow, glittering serpent across the spine of the Atlas. For Colette, the world had suddenly expanded from the claustrophobic limestone of the Kasbah to a terrifying, breathtaking infinity. For twenty months, her horizon had been defined by mashrabiya screens and courtyard fountains; now, it was the jagged silhouette of the Djurdjura Mountains and the endless, bruising blue of the Maghreb sky.

By the third night, they had made camp in a high wadi where the air turned brittle and cold the moment the sun dipped below the peaks. Oumar’s entourage—the guards, the scribes, the silent Berber guides—remained at a respectful distance, their low murmurs lost to the wind. Colette sat by a small, private fire near Oumar’s tent, the flickering orange light dancing off the gold and silver scrollwork of her collar.

Oumar stepped into the light, his heavy travelling cloak of dark wool making him appear even more monolithic. He sat opposite her, the fire between them. Without the incense of the salon or the theater of the dar al-farah, the tension between them felt raw, stripped of its artifice.

"You are quiet, little rose," he said, his voice low and raspy. "Does the desert frighten you?"

"The desert is honest," Colette replied, her eyes fixed on the embers. "It does not pretend to be a sanctuary."

She looked up at him, and for the first time, she did not wait for his command. She rose, moved around the fire, and sank onto the rug beside him. The weight of the steel around her neck felt heavy, a reminder of her price, but as she looked at him, she felt a sudden, defiant surge of agency. She reached out, her fingers grazing the rough stubble of his jaw, and pulled his face toward hers.

She kissed him. It was not the submissive, practiced kiss of a concubine, but a sharp, demanding claim. It was an assertion of her own will—a declaration that while he had bought her body, the heart of the woman remained hers to give or withhold.

Oumar was visibly undone. He froze, his breath catching in a way she had never heard. The man who moved between empires with a whisper seemed to lose his very center under the pressure of her lips. When he finally pulled back, his eyes were no longer those of a predator, but of a man stripped of his armor.

"You move with a boldness that will possibly destroy us," he murmured, his hands finally coming up to rest, trembling slightly, on her waist.

Under the cold, indifferent stars, the Golden Spider began to unravel. He spoke of Marrakech—not as a seat of power, but as a crumbling fortress. He spoke of his father, a man whose influence was fading like smoke in the wind, and of the Saadian uprising that moved from the south like a wildfire, threatening to swallow everything his family had built if they chose the wrong side. He spoke of his own impossible ambition: to be the bridge between the old world and the new, even if the bridge was made of his own bones.

"I am a ghost in my own house, Colette," he confessed, his forehead resting against hers. "Every secret I steal is a stone I use to shore up a wall that is already falling."

The intimacy of his words was the final catalyst. Colette reached for the fastenings of his heavy robes, and again she initiated. In the shadow of the tent, on the rough wool of the traveling rugs, they came together for the first time.

The firelight had dwindled to a low, pulsing crimson, casting long, erratic shadows against the heavy canvas of the tent. The air was sharp with the scent of cold earth and the raw, unmasked heat of their bodies. There was no pretence here, no lingering scent of the dar al-farah’s jasmine to soften the edges of their collision.

Oumar moved over her with a desperate, buried hunger that seemed to have been coiled within him for a lifetime. His large hands, usually so calculated and precise, were frantic as they tangled in her hair, pulling her head back to expose the elegant, terrifying curve of her throat. He didn't treat her like a porcelain doll; he gripped her with the possessive strength of a man who had finally reached the center of a labyrinth. His fingers traced the intricate silver scrollwork of her steel collar, the cold metal a stark contrast to the feverish heat of her skin. It was as if he were trying to find a seam in the iron, some secret catch that would allow him to merge his soul with hers.

Colette met his intensity with a ferocity that surprised even her. The submission she had practiced in Algiers was gone, burned away by the dry mountain wind. She arched her back, her body a taut bow of ivory against the dark wool of the traveling rugs. She did not merely endure him; she claimed him. Her legs locked around his waist, pulling him deeper into the vortex of their shared need. Her nails, once kept short and neat for domestic service, dug into the thick muscles of his back, leaving stinging red crescents that marked him as her own.

"Tell me," he groaned against her neck, his voice a jagged rasp that vibrated against the metal of her collar. "Tell me you are mine."

She didn't answer with words. She answered by pulling him down, her mouth seeking his with a bruising pressure. When he entered her, it was a blunt, visceral shock—a union stripped of the performative grace of the brothel. It was rhythmic and hard, a desperate conversation between two people who had spent their lives without truly living. Every thrust sent the ornate steel of her collar clinking against his heavy gold signet ring as grasped her throat—a sharp, metallic chime that punctuated the silence of the wadi.

The sound was a reminder of their bond: the buyer and the bought, the hunter and the prize, merging into something unrecognizable in the dark. Colette’s breath came in ragged, staccato hitches as the pleasure built, a high, thin tension that mirrored the mountain air. When the end came, it was not a gentle fading, but a violent dismantling. Oumar buried his face in the crook of her neck, his body racking with the force of his release, while Colette gripped his shoulders, her eyes wide and fixed on the swaying canvas of stars above, her heart drumming a frantic, echoing rhythm against the cold, unyielding iron at her throat.

In the quiet that followed, as the fire died down to grey ash, Colette lay in his arms, her mind racing against the near two years of training and use. In the desert she had no tonic. In the desert she had no basin. As her heart calmed and her breathing slowed, she thought only of his essence inside her.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Truth and Tragedy

The high Atlas air was as thin as a veil and sharp as a blade, carrying the scent of cedar resin and the ancient dust of the plains. The campfires were small, defiant sparks against the encroaching purple of the Saharan twilight.

After that quiet night by the fire, the shift had begun in the rhythmic, hypnotic swaying of the camels and the vast, hushing silence of the high plateaus. Away from the prying eyes of the Algiers Regency and the suffocating expectations of the dar al-farah, the rigid boundaries of their roles began to fray at the edges, worn thin by the shared hardships of the trail.

During the long, sun-scorched days, Oumar had abandoned his usual distance. He began to ride his stallion close to her mount, pointing out the shifting geography of the Maghreb with a quiet pride. He taught her the names of the winds—the searing sirocco and the cooling chergui—and how to read the language of the clouds gathering over the Atlas peaks. For the first time, he spoke to her as an intellectual equal, testing her memory and her wit against the complex histories of the Berber tribes they passed. He did not just teach; he consulted, asking her for her impressions of the terrain or the demeanor of the merchants they encountered at the way-stations.

In the evenings, the intimacy took on a more tactile, profuse grace. Within the sanctuary of the traveling tent, the firelight would catch the gold and silver scrollwork of her collar, and Oumar’s hands would find their way to it with a frequency that felt almost obsessive.

But it was not the grip of a jailer. His fingers would trace the delicate etchings of the steel with a feather-light touch, his knuckles brushing against the sensitive skin of her throat. He would spend hours sitting behind her, his chest a solid wall of heat against her back, as he unbraided her hair and combed it out with a cedar-wood comb. In those moments, he was uncommonly tender, his movements slow and reverent. He would murmur stories of his childhood in Marrakech, of a mother he had lost too young and a father whose expectations were a different kind of iron collar.

Colette found herself unravelling. She began to anticipate the way he would instinctively reach for her hand during a difficult mountain pass, or the way he would share his water-skin with her before taking a drink himself. She started to see the steel around her neck not as a brand of shame, but as a mark of exclusivity—a permanent, shining link to the only man who had ever truly looked into the machinery of her mind.

The nights within the traveling tent became a sanctuary where the harsh reality of the trail was replaced by a feverish, concentrated intimacy. In the darkness, lit only by a single low-burning brazier, the social chasm between the master and his slave vanished, replaced by a desperate, physical dialogue.

Colette, fueled by the burgeoning belief that she was more than a mere purchase, began to use the skills she had honed in the dar al-farah with a new, dangerous sincerity. In the flickering, amber glow, the tent became a world unto itself, where Colette’s expertise—once a survival mechanism—blossomed into a pool of profound intimacy.

She began by dismantling his authority, layer by layer. She would start with his hands, those large, scarred instruments of statecraft, guiding them with a slow, agonizing deliberation over the curves of her own body. She taught him the language of her skin, moving his palms over the swell of her breasts and the arch of her hips, forcing him to feel the frantic, living pulse beneath the skin. It was a lesson in surrender; she was showing him that while he owned the steel around her neck, she held the key to the sensations that could make him forget his troubles.

When she moved to pleasure him, she did so with a focus that was terrifyingly absolute. She used her mouth with a delicate precision that mirrored his own clinical nature, but infused it with a raw, desperate heat. She would trail her tongue along the sensitive inner line of his thighs before taking him into the warmth of her mouth, her movements rhythmic and relentless. She did not just perform; she listened to the catch in his throat and the way his fingers dug into the wool of the rugs, adjusting her pressure and speed with an intuitive grasp of his mounting tension.

She delighted in the physical evidence of her power over him. As she used her hands to stroke and tease, alternating between a firm, possessive grip and a light, torturous grazing of her nails, she watched his calculated composure fracture. The man who could command armies was reduced to a gasping, vulnerable creature beneath her touch. She would look up at him, her eyes locking onto his as she took him deeper, relishing the moment his obsidian eyes finally clouded over and rolled back, his head thrashing against the cushions as he surrendered to a shattering, visceral ecstasy.

In those moments, she felt a dark, triumphant joy. She wasn't just bringing him to his knees; she was convincing herself that by mastering his body, she had secured a place in his heart. Every groan of her name that he breathed into the silence was, to her, a vow of something more than a transaction.

Yet, even as he surrendered to the heights of her making, the tide inevitably turned. As the final tremors of his release subsided, Oumar did not remain vulnerable for long. The primal instinct of the hunter, the "Golden Spider" who thrived on control, surged back into his limbs with a sudden, suffocating heat.

He moved with a predatory swiftness that caught Colette off guard, his heavy frame shifting to pin her back against the rugs. The transition was a silent reclamation of the hierarchy they had briefly transcended. He loomed over her, his silhouette blocking out the low light of the brazier, his eyes regaining their sharp, obsidian clarity. With a firm, possessive grip, he caught her wrists and pinned them above her head, his weight pressing her deep into the cushions until the steel of her collar bit into the back of her neck. Exploring her body until he was once again as hard as that steel.

When he mounted her, it was with the deliberate authority of a man returning to his rightful place. There was no longer the soft hesitation of their earlier tenderness; instead, there was a raw, commanding focus. He entered her with a single, deep thrust that forced a sharp, startled gasp from her throat—a sound that seemed to satisfy him more than any praise. He moved with a slow, grinding power, his gaze locked onto hers, demanding that she acknowledge the weight of his possession.

This was not a partnership; it was a reminder. With every rhythmic, heavy surge of his hips, the silver-inlaid collar at her throat chimed against his chest, a metallic cadence that marked the tempo of her submission. He dominated the space between them, his hands sliding down from her wrists to cup her jaw, his thumbs forcing her chin upward so he could watch the way her eyes clouded with the very pleasure he was now dictating. As he drove them both toward a second, more violent peak, Colette felt the terrifying thrill of being entirely consumed. In the raw, wordless heat of his reclamation, she allowed herself to sink into the role he had designed for her, unaware that this physical dominance was merely a prelude to the cold, calculated use he truly intended for her in the courts of Marrakech.

But what truly fostered her thoughts of a soul-deep connection was how Oumar maintained that focus. He was not a man who took his pleasure and turned away. Instead, he displayed a startling, almost reverent concern for her own satisfaction.

He would linger over the sensitive hollows of her body, his lips tracing the line of her steel collar as if he were trying to kiss the metal into melting. He discovered the way her breath hitched when he trailed his tongue along the delicate skin behind her knees, and the way her back arched when he applied the perfect, steady pressure to her hips. He was patient, his movements languid and thorough, ensuring that the waves of her climax were as deep and shattering as his own. When she finally broke, her heart drumming against the steel at her throat, he would hold her with a fierce, protective stillness, his face buried in the crook of her neck.

In those post-coital silences, as the cold mountain wind howled against the canvas, the chime of her collar against his signet ring sounded to her like a wedding bell rather than a shackle. She mistook his physical tenderness for a promise of equality, believing that a man who cared so meticulously for her body must surely cherish the mind and heart that inhabited it. She felt cherished, not just used—an illusion that made his eventual revelation of her "true utility" all the more devastating.

~ ~ ~

One night, Oumar sat near the fire, his shadow cast long and jagged against the rock. He beckoned her, and Colette moved to sit between his knees, leaning back against the solid heat of his chest. He didn't reach for her robes; instead, he rested his chin on the top of her head, his voice a low vibration that seemed to come from the earth itself.

"In three days, the white walls of Marrakech will rise from the palms," he began, his voice devoid of the warmth he had shown her in the nights prior. "You must understand the nest you are entering, Colette. It is a city of predators and hungry men."

Oumar leaned forward, his face half-hidden in shadow, the glowing tip of a charred branch tracing lines in the cooling ash between them. The firelight flickered in his eyes, reflecting a cold, strategic brilliance that made the intimate heat of the tent feel miles away.

"The world is tilting, Colette," he whispered, his voice like the grinding of stones. He tapped a cluster of bright, dying embers to the north. "The Wattasids in Fez are a corpse that refuses to lie down. They are old, stagnant, clinging to a legacy of paper and tradition while the walls rot around them. They struggle to hold the crown, yes, but their hands are palsied by debt and internal treachery. They are a house of cards waiting for the wind."

He dragged the branch southward, carving a deep, jagged furrow toward the center of the fire. "And here, the wind rises. The Saadians. They come from the Souss, from the heart of the desert, and they do not fight for ledgers or borders. They fight for God and the blood of the Prophet. They are a sandstorm, scouring everything in their path. To them, Marrakech is not just a city; it is a destiny. If they take the south, they will turn their eyes to us, and they will not stop until the Mediterranean is red."

He then gestured with a sharp, dismissive flick of his wrist toward the western edge of the camp, where the darkness seemed deepest. "And always, the iron-clad spiders. The Portuguese crouch in Mazagan, in Safi, in Agadir. Their forts are stone teeth sunk into our skin. They do not want to rule us—they want to drain us. They wait for us to exhaust ourselves in this holy war so they can pick the meat from our bones. They watch our ports, they choke our trade, and they wait for the moment the Sultanate finally fractures."

He looked up, the branch snapping in his hand with a sharp crack. "I am the one who must keep the spiders at bay while holding the storm to the south. Every piece on this board is moving, and most of them are moved by men who do not see the whole map. They see gold; they see glory. I see the end of an empire if we do not move faster than the rot."

The embers he had moved began to fade from orange to a dull, dead grey, leaving the map he had drawn in the dust a skeletal remains of a kingdom. "You are entering a storm, Colette. And in a storm, the smallest bird can sometimes see the coming wave before the eagle does."

"The court is a theater of masks," Oumar said. "My rivals expect me to return with gold, with intelligence, with a new concubine to distract me. They think they know the Golden Spider. They think I am a simple attack dog, easily distracted."

Colette felt a strange prickle of unease. She turned in his arms to look at him, her heart thumping against the iron at her throat. "And what are you, Effendi?"

Oumar’s eyes were like obsidian, reflecting the dying flames. He reached out and touched the steel of her collar, his thumb tracing the gold and silver inlay. "As we near the city, you should get used to calling me Sayyid. I am a man who will stop at nothing to keep my family and my interests safe."

He leaned in, his breath warm against her ear, but his words were cold. "Why do you think I paid a queen’s ransom for a secretly literate Frankish girl? Why do you think I insisted on this collar? I need someone the powerful men of the court will never see. They see a European; they see a slave; they see a woman meant only for the bed. They see a receptacle for their pleasure."

Colette’s breath hitched. The intimacy of the previous nights—the way he had unraveled his history to her, the way he had held her as if she were the only stable thing in his world—to her it suddenly felt like a masterfully constructed lie.

Oumar’s voice dropped into a register that was terrifyingly smooth, a silken weight that seemed to wrap around the cold steel of her collar. He leaned in closer, his proximity no longer offering the protective warmth Colette had craved, but instead taking on the suffocating pressure of a handler sealing a contract.

"A man in my position is a beacon," he murmured, his gaze fixed on the map of ash between them. "When I enter a room, people notice. The viziers straighten their robes, the merchants lock their ledgers, and the ambassadors smile their empty, diplomatic smiles. They can not fully ignore me because of my parentage but I have no real status with them. They guard their tongues against me because my title is nothing but a reputation."

He reached out, his thumb hooking beneath the rim of her collar, tilting her face up until she was forced to look into the absolute, unblinking pragmatism of his eyes.

"But you, Colette... you are a vessel they will invite into their most secret chambers. To them, you will merely be a trophy of my wealth, a pretty piece of Frankish porcelain meant to pour the mint tea or offer your body to their desires. When the wine flows and the night grows old, men become blind to the servants who move in the periphery. They will see your white skin, they will see this collar, and they will assume your mind is as empty as a broken amphora."

He let out a short, humorless breath, a cold smile touching his lips. "They will speak in Italian to their mercenaries, calculating the price of betrayal. They will whisper in Portuguese to their agents, trading the coordinates of coastal supply fleets while you clean yourself at the edge of the divan. They will think you are just a girl who knows only the language of the whip and the bed. They will never suspect that the silent maid carrying the brass ewer is recording every name, every digit, every plot that endangers my family."

He let his hand slide from her jaw, his fingers brushing against her collarbone with a detached familiarity. "I do not need another general, Colette. I do not need another spy whose face is recorded in the archives of Fez. I need what Khalida had. I need ears that understand the world, placed precisely where the powerful believe they are entirely alone. You will be the scribe they never see coming, because their own lusts will place you among their most treasured secrets themselves."

The silence that followed was agonizing. Colette pulled away from him, her movements stiff. The vast landscape before her, which had felt like freedom only hours ago, now looked like a sprawling, beautiful prison.

"So," she whispered, her voice trembling with a sudden, jagged hurt. "The nights on the road... the way you spoke to me... was it all to ensure the 'scribe' was ready? To make sure I was loyal enough to risk my life for your secrets?"

Oumar frowned, his brow furrowing in genuine confusion. "It was the truth, Colette. We are the same. We are both underestimated by the world. But there is an order to things, and you are the slave and I am the master."

"No," Colette snapped, standing up, the silver and gold of her collar flashing mockingly in the firelight. "I thought... I thought for the first time since Cassis, I wasn't just a thing to be used. I thought you saw me. But I am just a whore to you as well, aren't I? A whore who spies instead of a whore who just lies there. I was a fool for thinking anything else, Sayyid. I will not let myself forget again that you bought me."

She looked down at him, the man she had begun to feel a terrifying, soul-deep affection for, and felt a wave of devastating clarity. The steel around her neck didn't just mark her as his; it marked her as a tool of his ambition. He hadn't brought her to Marrakech to be his partner; he had brought her to be his spy.

"I will do what you ask," she said, her voice turning as cold as the mountain wind. "I will be your scribe. I will be your ears. But do not ever pretend again that you care for the woman beneath the collar. You bought the body, Sayyid. Do not expect the heart to be part of the bargain."

She turned and walked into the darkness of the tent, leaving Oumar alone by the dying fire, his shadow looking smaller and more isolated than it had ever been before.

~ ~ ~

The high Atlas peaks finally receded into the distance, giving way to a vast, sun-baked plain where the horizon shimmered like water. And then, rising from the dust like a mirage of clay and palm trees, the red walls of Marrakech appeared.

For all her internal armor, Colette could not help the sharp intake of breath that escaped her lips as the caravan passed through the massive horseshoe arch of the city gates. Algiers had been a vertical labyrinth of white stone and sea wind; Marrakech was an explosion of deep, bruised terracotta, baked by a sun that felt close enough to touch. The air here was different—thick with the scent of crushed cumin, drying hides, roasted chickpeas, and the sweet, heavy rot of overripe dates. The noise was an assault of sound: the shrill cries of water-sellers clinking their brass cups, the deep braying of overloaded donkeys, and the rapid-fire cadence of Arabic and Berber dialects she had not yet mastered.

Oumar rode at the front of the line, his black stallion cutting through the crowd like a ship through water. He had returned to his public mask. The vulnerability of the trail, the desperate confessions by the firelight, and the fierce heat of their nights together had been folded away and packed into his lockboxes. He did not look back at her. When he spoke to his guards, his commands were sharp and clipped, his eyes scanning the crowds for the eyes of his rivals. To him, the transition from the trail to the city was seamless. He was the Golden Spider once more, and she was the slave riding in his wake.

The ache in Colette’s chest was a physical thing, rivaling the heavy pressure of the steel collar around her neck. The gold and silver scrollwork caught the brilliant Moroccan sun, flashing for the crowds to see, a public declaration of who owned her. Only days ago, she had fancied that metal a bond of shared secrets. Now, she knew it for exactly what it was: the uniform of an invisible soldier. He had bought her because she was the perfect tool for his ambition.

As the entourage moved deeper into the city, passing beneath the towering shadow of the Koutoubia minaret, Colette reached up with a gloved hand, her fingers brushing the cold, rigid line of the steel at her throat. The metal was unyielding, but beneath it, her pulse beat with a new, quiet ferocity.

Let him think what he wants, she thought, her eyes tracking the vibrant, dangerous chaos of the streets. He is my master and nothing more.

She had survived the slave markets. She had survived the dar al-farah, Farah’s grievances, and the bittersweet grief of leaving Khalida. She had even survived the overwhelming eclipse of Oumar’s touch. She had allowed her feelings to soften on the road, allowed herself to mistake possession for affection, but the red dust of Marrakech was a clean slate.

As Oumar’s massive estate loomed ahead—a fortress of carved stone and hidden courtyards—Colette adjusted her posture, tilting her chin up against the weight of the collar. She would be his eyes. She would be his ears. She would listen to the viziers, the merchants, and the mercenaries, and she would bring him the secrets he needed to survive the coming storm. She would make a promise to herself and not be so easily fooled again.

He may own her body but not her heart.

From this day forward, her heart would be guarded better than the Sultan’s treasury. Oumar Sidibé had bought her, but she would not let herself believe that there will ever be more between them again.

Click here to pre-order Courted: Barbary Nights (Part 2)
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(They really, really helps us out!)

Thank you so much!

Check out our blog at hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com

Email me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!

lenawhitegirl@gmail.com
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