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Warning:

This story is rated PG13 for adult situations but has no sexual content or profanity. A Broken Heart features two half-brothers separated at the birth of the younger. The older brother is a slave, and a sex-worker.
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To the Immortals in my reader group. Your support is one of the biggest reasons I write. Thank you!

Always, always and forever, to my husband, who supports me one hundred percent. I love you. I couldn't do this without you.

​Trigger warnings appear in the top menu on the author's website.

KayelleAllen.com

After you read this story, will you dare to enter the Empire?

Look for your entry ticket at the end.
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Chapter One
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Kelthia, Miraj City, Central City District

House of Leather & Lace

Sofftem 13, 4662 Tradestandard

With his last client satisfied, nothing stood between Khyff Antonello and eight full hours of free time. As usual, Khyff's master hadn't allowed him to eat until he'd met his quota. First up: shower, scan with the medi-droid, clean clothes, food. Not necessarily in that order. He kept a few stale crackers hidden in his room for emergencies.

"Hey, wait up."

An arm's length from the door, Khyff halted, but didn't turn around. "Yes?"

"So you're an Antonello, huh?" This client was one of the less odious. He didn't grab or cling, he was clean, and he gave generous tips. Still, the guy was paying for sex and Khyff had no choice. Being a pleasure slave on this planet meant you serviced the clients assigned, or you suffered the consequences. In Khyff's case, refusing meant returning to prison.

He would never go back there, no matter what they made him do here.

"Yeah. It's Antonello." Khyff turned back and crossed his arms. "So?"

"I never noticed before. It's right here on my receipt." The guy picked up his mobile and poked at the screen. "I mean, I've been here what... five times now? Whoa! Says here it's seven. Huh. I should have a free visit after three more."

Khyff choked back a retort. His master was giving away free visits with him? It would take hundreds of client visits to earn enough in his Freedom Savings Account so Khyff could buy himself. If his master was giving him away, it would take forever.

He jerked open the door.

"You don't resemble the other one."

One step into the hall, Khyff's heart stuttered. He made a slow pivot. "Other what?"

"The other Antonello I know."

The world went silent. Khyff went back inside, shut the door, and leaned against it. "So I'm sure I heard right... You know another Antonello."

"Yeah. I saw the name and figured you had to be related. Antonello's not common. Not on Kelthia."

Like the client, over three quarters of the world's population was black-skinned, dark-haired, and dark-eyed. Khyff had fair skin, blond hair, and blue eyes.

Could this be a link to his mother? Did this guy know her? Khyff crushed the hope that rose within him. It had been how many years? No, he would not allow himself to hope. When you hoped, people could hurt you more. But he had to know.

"Is it a woman?" Khyff gestured toward the client. "This other Antonello."

"Guy. Fifteen, sixteen, maybe? Has a baby face. Hard to tell." The guy pulled at his own graying hair. "His is curly. Dark. But now that I think about it, he's a HalfKin. He wouldn't be related to you."

HalfKin. Half-human, half-feline humanoid Kin.

All the air left the room. Khyff fought to drag in a breath. "What's his first name?"

"Seth, I think. No, Senth. Yeah, that's it. Senth Antonello."

Light grayed around the edges.

The guy took a step forward, concern on his face. "Hey, Khyff, you okay? You look pale."

Hearing the name Senth Antonello catapulted Khyff into the past. To the point in his life when his world had unraveled, torn itself apart, and dumped him into hell. He hit the floor with a smack that stung his hands and knees, and crumpled into a ball. His stomach roiled, but he clamped his jaws, forcing back nausea with sheer force of will.

"Man, Khyff! I'll get you some water." The client crossed the room to the sink. A sound of splashing followed, and he returned with a glass. "Sit up and lean on me. Here you go. Sip this."

Khyff shook so badly he could not fight off the man's touch. He let no one touch him. Not if he could prevent it. He could not bring the glass to his lips.

"Easy. Let me help you." The client took the glass and held it for him. "There. Take a sip. Okay. One more. There. That's better." He twisted around and squinted into Khyff's eyes. "Geez, I'm sorry. I had no idea. Who is this guy? Are you related?"

How many HalfKin could there be with a name like Senth Antonello? Khyff pushed himself away from the man. Never show weakness, the other brothel slaves had warned him. None of these guys are your friends. It's not personal, just business. Give what you gotta give and get out.

Still... Seven times this guy had been here, and Khyff had no idea what his name was. Never asked. Never wanted to know. It wasn't like they were dating. The guy paid for his time. Amazing he came back. But he had been kind. Had to give him that.

Khyff pasted on a smile. "Do you know this other Antonello?"

"Oh, sure. He's a thief." The guy grinned. "I work at the Thieves' Guild, and he's a member. Kinda famous, actually. Everybody knows him. Belongs to the Man."

"What man?"

"The Man. You know. The Harbinger."

"Never heard of him."

"You must be new on Kelthia. Don't worry about it. You'll learn. Everybody knows the Man."

Khyff gave the guy another smile. "Think you could set up a meet? I'd like to make sure it's who I think it is." He controlled his stomach by swallowing, hard. Made himself say the words. "I'd make it worth your while."

"Consider it done."

Senth had been killed at birth. He was the reason Khyff's mother had been missing for over a decade, and why Khyff was a slave.

So why wasn't his brother dead? And where, exactly, was their mother?

If this was an imposter, Khyff wanted answers. If Senth was alive, Khyff would find out where their mother was and why she'd left. And he'd make sure, once and for all, that his little brother released what the Kin had tried to steal from him at birth.

His final, gasping breath.
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Guild District, Thieves' Guild Academy

Sofftem 14

Senth Antonello had attended classes at the Thieves' Guild Academy every day since he was what? Three? Yet the looming entrance to the exclusive Advanced Level access that he'd more than earned stood empty while he skulked in the shadows as if he were a rank newb.

Enough of this.

He should charge up there and let idBot scan him. The security system never failed to recognize him. His father ffffftting owned the company. Senth rolled his eyes. Were there companies in the Empire his father didn't own or influence? And idBot secured all of them. No, it wasn't like idBot was going to deny entrance to the adopted son of the Harbinger.

The only denial here was from Senth himself. He clenched his teeth. "Get in there, you imposter."

He took two decisive steps forward, then swung around and took two steps back.

"Oh, come on, dude." He'd earned the right to this private entrance. It wasn't like anyone was going to be on the other side of the door, ready to pitch him out, so why couldn't he just get in there?

Because plunging through that door always felt like he was flying into a beehive while sporting hornet wings. He got reminded he was different forty times a day. Flat out told he didn't belong. Didn't have the right.

But he did. He'd worked his ass off to earn this level. His abilities had nothing to do with his father's influence. If anything, his dad made him work harder.

"Go for it. Now." Senth turned and faced the entrance. "This time will be different. You can do this. Just go in there."

But did he?

No.

And why was that?

Because there were times being the best got you nothing but hated and a kid face got you nothing but disrespect. Being the son of the Guild's former grand master had distinct perks, true. It offered him privilege, but then that was part of the problem, wasn't it?

Daddy belonged. Daddy had influence. People feared Daddy, for good reason.

People ignored a clawless halfbreed who passed for twelve when he was eighteen.

And, jeez, what would his father say if he saw him standing out here like some amateur? "Do your job, Son. The time to act is now."

Today could be different, couldn't it?

Maybe undergrads would respect him for his level.

Or his dad would ask him how he was doing instead of going behind his back to the Grand Master.

Yeah, and nobody'd meow when he entered the room, or go, "Here, kitty, kitty!"

And maybe the Empress would eliminate taxes and free all the slaves. Because, sure. That could happen too.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Senth lurched forward and let the automated idBot system scan him.

"Welcome, Blue Shadow," idBot's smooth robotic voice announced. "Cleared for Advanced Level." The hyper-sealed door unlocked.

Why couldn't people treat him with the respect of that machine? Senth released the tension in his shoulders and rolled his head to soothe his neck.

Inside, on either side of the first hallway, huge portraits of former Grand Masters lined the walls. None went up until after they were dead.

Senth paused, as always, in front of the portrait of Grand Master Neene St. Thomas. Beneath that full beard, long braids, and big smile, the man was a dead ringer for his father. "Good genetics," his dad claimed.

Ahead, the monolithic carved wooden doors of the Great Hall stood open. Entering from the Advanced Level meant he avoided the common entrance, but he couldn't avoid people altogether. Inside, the pickup line for upgraded cloaks wound back and forth across the cavernous hall like one of those rides at Planet Fun.

Voices. Noise. Din. A hive of thieves anxious to score. You'd think they were actual bees.

No sound suppression in the empire could mute the hum careening off these stone walls.

Not today. Not with the first upgrade in ten years. Oh, there'd been cloaks with more pockets, and lined with scan-deflecting cloth, or various colors, but nothing like this. This upgrade changed everything.

Senth took one last, sole-dragging step, entered the hall, and made straight for the grand staircase.

The entire queue of lower-level thieves craned their necks at whoever had entered. The buzz faded from front to back, and what do you know? Right on cue, a chorus of meows rose from the anonymous safety of the back row. What was it with humans?
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