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      There was no rose.

      Used to hiding her expression Keliana, Mistress of Prince Sethan’s harem, hid her disappointment behind a calm and serene mask. Then she remembered there was no one in the empty garden to fool and frowned. Slippered feet silent on the ornate flagstones as she approached the fountain in the middle of the garden. No matter how much she looked, the stone bench next to the pool remained empty.

      No flower, midnight or otherwise, graced its pale, smooth surface.

      He always left a rose. His unit had shipped back in this morning, but he hadn’t left her a rose.

      Sitting down, she ignored her disappointment and allowed her gaze to wander over the gardens. They were a delight to the senses, designed for the prince to spend time with the women chosen for his pleasure. Benches sat between the flowerbeds and low couches with sumptuous cushions were shaded by fragrant bowers, all there for his gracious majesty as he decided which of his harem he would summon to his bed that night.

      It was a favorite place for the women of the harem. In days past the garden would have been full, even at this time of day. The women resting in the shade before preparing for the evening, each hoping they would be summoned to pleasure the prince.

      She remembered it well. She’d been brought here as a young girl. Barely into womanhood and fresh from the outer systems, she’d been dazzled by the bright colors and sensual fabrics. She remembered the first night with her prince, the current prince’s late father, and the rush of elation when she became his favorite.

      She’d never loved him. How could a slave love her master? But then he was gone and his son, the handsome Prince Sethan, had taken his place on the imperial throne and everything had changed.

      A soft sigh escaped her lips, puffing the veil that covered the lower half of her face. A small rectangle of sheer fabric, scarlet to match her dress, it concealed nothing, but announced her position and status to anyone who saw her. Only the harem-mistress wore a veil, a proclamation to the world that she had earned the right to shield her face and sleep alone.

      As alone as she was now in the deserted garden.

      Prince Sethan had finally married the Lady Jaida after a chase that spanned both years and the galaxy. Now that she had her prince, the new princess had no intention of sharing him. The harem had been dismantled, most of the women given jewels to mark their time in the imperial harem and sold onto the pleasure house of their choice within the city.

      Only a few remained now. Most merely awaited transport to their new homes, but Keliana’s fate was undecided. She was harem-mistress, a member of the prince’s household. No pleasure house would have the audacity to approach the Royal household for her price and likewise the household would not release her bond-price to public knowledge. To join the household staff was unthinkable; such a drop in rank and status was totally inconceivable.

      Keliana didn’t care. She looked out over the gardens, her face implacable as her fingertips stroked over the smooth stone by her thigh. She was the last courtesan of a prince who didn’t want a harem, owned by a man who didn’t want her, in love with a man who left her roses but wouldn’t claim her. She’d rather scrub floors. At least then she would be free to make her own decisions, like whom she could love.

      “Such a serious expression on such a beautiful face.”

      The deep voice from behind made her jump. With a gasp, she turned on the bench in a rustle of silk. A tall, familiar figure in a black combat uniform leaned in the shadows of an archwary, his dark hair caught at the nape of his neck. Just the sight of him was enough to weaken her knees.

      General Jareth Nikolai. Prince Sethan’s right-hand man and commander of his armies. The man who had been leaving her forbidden roses the color of the midnight sky and who occupied her lonely dreams.

      Heat and excitement simmered through her as she rose from the bench. Instead of leaving her a rose, he’d come himself. Her initial pleasure at seeing him dissipated as she darted a look around the garden. Any of the women still here could walk out and see him. Then it would be alarms and hell to pay. No man other than Sethan was allowed within the harem walls.

      For a man like Jareth though, a member of Sector Seven, breaking in and getting out without being caught would be child’s play. Leaving something was one thing though… sticking around for a chat was suicide.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered urgently. “You have to get out of here before they catch you.”

      She reached the archway and shivered as she stepped from the warmth of the midafternoon sun into the coolness of the shadows. For a moment she was blinded, blinking rapidly as she waited for her eyes to adjust.

      His deep chuckle reached her ears a moment before his warm hands closed over her upper arms. Heat sparked between them, the merest brush of his hand sending a wave of longing through her so complete she had to bite her lip to stop the moan spilling forth. Hot on its tail was a gasp for his daring.

      Not only had he broken into the harem, but he’d also touched her. Touched one of the prince’s women. Never mind that Sethan didn’t want her. Rules were rules. Rules bound everyone, even Jareth, commander of the prince’s armies.

      She wriggled. “Go, you have to get out. They’ll kill you if they catch you.”

      “So fiery. You know you look like a kitten spitting when you’re mad?”

      Her eyes adjusted and she could make out his face. See that damned little half smile and the heat in his eyes as he pulled her closer to his hard body. His hold was firm, his hands large enough and fingers long enough to wrap around her arms, shackling them above the elbow.

      “What are you smiling at? This is dangerous, you idiot!”

      She squirmed some more, but he was stronger than her, his grip like iron. There was no way she could break loose. Amusement ran through her as she stilled and let him hold her.

      Over six feet and with the hard build of a professional soldier, there was no way she could stop him. Shivers of illicit excitement whispered over her skin. He could do whatever he liked to her and she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

      His face was partly in shadow, revealing one blue-black eye playing peek-a-boo from under the long fall of his hair. It was a less than regulation cut, but she’d heard rumors his mother had been Hestarian, the warrior-nomad race whose very name sparked fear into many hearts. It would explain the nearly black color of his eyes, the iris expanded with just a small ring of arctic blue around the outside.

      “You’re hurt…”

      Her voice was a soft murmur as she reached up to touch his face gently. A darkening bruise decorated one of his cheekbones, the cheek marred with the telltale furrow of a laser-blot.

      Fear clutched at her heart, squeezing until she could barely breathe. Just a fraction to the left and he’d have been killed. Despite her best efforts, her moan of distress wormed its way loose.

      Not wanting to touch in case she hurt him, she paused, fingers waving in the air like a court debutante without a dance partner. He solved her dilemma for her, capturing her slender hand in one of his and pressing it against his broad chest as his other caught her about the waist. His heart beat strongly against her fingers.

      “It’s nothing, just a little cut.” His voice oozed with the self-assurance and quiet confidence she found so compelling, but it didn’t do anything to ease the ache inside at the thought of losing him.

      “It’s not nothing. You could have been killed!”

      He grinned, a feral slash of white teeth in the darkness as he pulled her flush against his hard body. His uniform caught, snagging the thin silk of her robes and making her more aware that he was fully clothed, and she wore the traditional robes of a courtesan. A couple of tugs in the right place and she’d be naked before him.

      Heat hit her low down; her pussy clenching hard. She was the prince’s property. Even touching another man was a death penalty, never mind the erotic fantasies swirling through her mind.

      “Why? Worried about me?”

      The heated gleam in his eyes as his fingertips stroked the silk over her waist said he was just as aware of the possibilities of her state of dress as she was. That didn’t surprise her. She knew he’d had other women… no man who looked and kissed the way he did was lacking for feminine company. Jealousy hit her, her heart aching at the thought of him bedding other women.

      “No.” She shook her head in denial, her dark hair shifting over her bare shoulders. “Not at all. Why should I be? If you’re stupid enough to stick your head out when people are shooting at you, you deserve to get it shot off.”

      His rumble of amusement filled the darkness around them. “Kitty has a sharp tongue. How about you put it to better use and kiss me.”

      Oh Lady, yes please.

      Heat and longing weakened her knees. She curled her fingers into his black jacket, seeking purchase. How pathetic was she? She’d been feted as a beauty of her age and bedded by a prince, but just the thought of Jareth’s kiss and she all but melted into a puddle at his feet.

      “How about you get some sense through that thick skull of yours and leave before someone catches us?”

      The words were meant to be sharp and warn him off but her voice wasn’t cooperating. Instead, her words emerged as a breathy whisper.

      “You’re convinced we’ll get caught, aren’t you?” He slid his hand up to cup the nape of her neck, an unreadable expression on his face as he used the other to unhook her veil. “Perhaps I should do something to earn it. Crime fits the punishment and all that.”

      She didn’t get a chance to argue as he bent his head to claim her lips. Molten heat charged through her at the first touch. His lips were firm and warm, slanting over hers in a torrid kiss that took her breath away. He didn’t explore. He wasn’t tentative. His hands held her in place as he conquered, parting her lips ruthlessly to force his way inside and explore the sweetness of her mouth.

      She whimpered, the sound lost in his mouth as his tongue slid along hers, tangling and stroking in an erotic dance that fanned the flames of arousal already burning through her to fever pitch. Her body burned, her pussy aching with need. She arched against him, driving her hands into his hair to hold him against her. Anything to ensure he kept kissing her.

      “The maid in the great hall said she saw the General come this way.”

      They froze as voices filtered from inside the palace. Jareth lifted his head, lips a mere fraction above hers.

      “Are you sure? There’s nothing down here. Perhaps he passed her again and she missed him?”

      A second voice joined the first as they grew louder. She held her breath as footsteps grew level with the door. They were near the door. If they stopped and looked through the screen, they’d see her and Jareth.

      “No, she said she only started in there fifteen minutes ago. He has to be down here somewhere.”

      She held her breath. Cold sweat trickled down the furrow of her spine. If they were caught, it meant death—at least for her. She wasn’t sure about Jareth. Hopefully his friendship with the prince would protect him. Frustration rose. Prince Sethan didn’t want her, but she was still his. No other man could have her, no matter how much she might want it.

      “Why? There’s nothing down here apart from the old harem quarters and the music rooms. What would he want down here?”

      “I dunno, perhaps he fancied a tinkle on the ivories?” The first voice sneered as they passed the door. “I haven’t got a draanthing clue, dipshit. How about you ask him when we find him?”

      “Draanth that. I ain’t asking Nikolai anything. He’s a mean son of a bitch at the best of times.”

      The voices trailed off, footsteps fading into the distance. Their reprieve wouldn’t last long. There was only one corridor in and out of the music room. She looked up to find Jareth watching her, the expression in his eyes amused.

      “What are you waiting around for?” she whispered urgently, urging him toward the door. “They’ll be back. You have to go… please.” She was begging, but she didn’t care anymore. Anything that would keep him safe.

      He smiled as they reached the door, turning and capturing her hand again to bring it to his lips. His expression was wicked as his lips brushed the back of her knuckles. The merest touch was enough to make her gasp, a bolt of heat sizzling through her body again.

      “Anything to please my lady.” His voice was rich and deep, with a hard edge she couldn’t resist. “Until later…”

      And then he was gone.
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      “Draanthing hell.”

      Arm braced against the wall, Jareth Nikolai paused for a moment in the darkness behind the screen and used his free hand to adjust his cock to a more comfortable position in his combat pants. Looking down, he sighed. He had a hard-on that could hammer nails through a draanthing board, the thick length clearly visible against the crotch of his pants.

      Just fan-freaking-tastic.

      Groaning, he leaned his forehead against his arm for a second and tried to think of something nonsexual. Like the Sector’s portly sergeant-major in a dancer’s veils. Not sexy at all. So far from it, in fact, he felt vaguely concerned about his mental state that he’d even conjured up the image.

      But his sex-obsessed brain didn’t linger on how good Tygar’s legs looked swathed in golden silk and fixated on the dancer’s veil. It swapped the gold out for scarlet and within a heartbeat presented him with an image of Keliana dancing for him. Her slender, creamy-skinned body moving sensuously to the music, come-to-bed eyes sultry over the sheer veil. Blood surged to his cock, a savage throb of need that tightened his balls and took his breath away.

      He wanted her, pure and simple. Wanted her spread over his bed, that dark hair fanned out like a halo as he peeled the scarlet silk from her body and explored every inch revealed with his lips. He’d wanted her from the first moment he’d seen her all those years ago, an impressionable young soldier fresh out of commando training sent to guard the prince. She’d been seated at the Prince’s feet on a silken pillow.

      The prince’s favorite whore and Jareth’s fantasy woman.

      A woman he’d never thought he could have… until the new princess had decided that the harem was to close. Now? All bets were off.

      The sound of booted footsteps forced him to get a hold of himself. With a deep breath, he locked down the arousal surging through his body and stepped into the corridor.

      His heavy combat boots barely made a sound on the polished floors as he made his way toward the main area of the palace. Anything to put distance between himself and the harem gardens before the palace guards caught up with him.

      “General… General?” A voice sounded behind him, followed by a muttered. “See I told you he was down here, idiot. You must’ve missed him when you’d got your nose in them fancy music books.”

      An eyebrow raised in query; Jareth half turned. He kept his face blank, devoid of any hint of the arousal for the petite courtesan he’d left in the gardens. Thankfully, his stance concealed the hardened state of his body—hopefully until it was no longer a problem.

      “Yes?”

      The two guards caught up with him, their antiquated plate armor clinking and the larger of the two red-faced and puffing at the unaccustomed exercise. The tall general hid his disdain. Why men like this were put to work within the palace he didn’t know. All ceremonial uniforms and puffed up with their own importance. The only thing they’d be able to catch was a cold. He glowered silently and made a note to press Seth about letting him put them all through some fitness training, sector-style.

      They wouldn’t enjoy it, but he would. One of them had called him a mean son of a bitch earlier, and that wasn’t the half of it. When pushed, he could be a downright bastard.

      “Can I help you?” He paused as the laboring guard bent over, hands on his knees, to catch his breath. Anger rolled through him. “Stand to attention when addressing an officer.”

      His voice cracked like a whip. Both guards shot upright like they’d had polearms jammed up their asses. Fear rolled off them in waves as he stalked forward, getting right up in their faces.

      “Names. Now.” His demand was accompanied by a steely glare that had made many recruits piss themselves and cry for mommy.

      “In fact, don’t bother. Training, tomorrow morning. Don’t make me come and find you. You don’t want me to have to come and find you. Now draanth off. I’m sick of the sight of you.”

      He turned and stalked off, noting that his anger had removed all traces of his reaction to Keliana. Which was a bonus, the last thing he wanted was a rumor going around the palace that he got a boner from bawling out a couple of incompetent guards.

      “Errr… General?”

      He’d barely gotten a couple of steps when a voice piped up behind him. Belatedly, he remembered they’d been looking for him for some other reason than to just piss him off with their inability to grasp even the fundamentals of military protocol. Pausing, he looked over his shoulder to snap. “Yes?”

      “The prince has asked for your attendance in his suite at your earliest convenience, sir.”
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      Minutes later Jareth nodded to the guards on the door, thankfully in the black-on-black uniform of Sector Seven rather than the pomp and useless gilt of the palace guard and walked directly into Prince Sethan’s chambers.

      High-ceilinged with floor-to-ceiling windows draped in light gauzes and sumptuous furnishings in cream and gold, they looked every inch the rooms of a ruling prince.

      A young woman reclined on a low couch in front of one such window, dangling a string for a small kitten to play with. The Imperial Princess Jaida, Sethan’s wife of less than a few months, was a lovely woman. Slender and graceful, she was as kind and loving as she was beautiful.

      She also had a mean streak a mile wide and after spending five years on the run, more than enough life experience to kick any man’s ass, her husband’s included. In fact, she had kicked Seth’s ass when Jareth had run them both through close protection and self-defense training, a memory Jareth was incredibly fond of and reminded the prince of on a regular basis.

      She looked up and a broad smile spread over her face. “Jareth! I didn’t think you were back yet. Honey,” she called out through the open doorway on the other side of the room. “Get some clothes on, Jareth’s here.”

      She looked back at Jareth, her eyes twinkling with amusement and held up the scrap of fur on her lap. The kitten responded by fixing Jareth with a glare, hissing as it swiped at the air with tiny claws.

      “He said something Mr. Tygar didn’t agree with. So Mr. T expressed his displeasure in a very fundamental way.”

      “Huh?” Jareth was used to women not making sense and had long since given up even trying to work out what Jaida meant half the time.

      “It pissed on me,” Sethan groused, emerging in the doorway naked to the waist with a shirt in his hand. “Imperial Prince of Lady knows how many planets and systems… and I got pissed on.”

      Jareth shrugged. “Life’s a bitch.”

      The prince grinned as he shrugged his shirt on. “And then you marr—"

      “Sethan Kai Renza! You finish that sentence and you’ll be sleeping on the couch tonight!”

      Jareth hid his smirk as Jaida’s voice sliced through the air. Even unmarried, it was a tone he recognised. It was the one that said behave, or no sex for a month. Or longer if the guy was unlucky.

      Standing at ease, he waited for the royal couple to finish their little staring match. He already knew the outcome. Jaida would win. She always did. When it came down to it, all she had to do was close her legs and Sethan was screwed.

      He blinked. “You called the kitten Tygar?”

      Jaida nodded as Seth gave up the fight with a sigh and started to button his shirt, grumbling under his breath about disrespect. They completely ignored him.

      “I did, yes. Why?”

      “Tygar pissed on Seth.” Jareth sniggered, the low sound dirty even to his ears. At Jaida’s blank look he elaborated. “You gave him the same name as the Sector sergeant-major.”

      Her eyes widened and a smirk snuck over her lips to match his.

      “Oh for draanth’s sake, will you two cut it out!” Seth growled as Jaida collapsed in a fit of giggles. Mr. Tygar sat next to her with a smug look, then turned his back pointedly on the prince.

      “I give up. Right…”

      He transferred his attention to Jareth, who straightened up instinctively and wiped the smile off his face. Although they were friends and had been since the first day of training when they’d beaten the snot out of each other, Seth had a “look” that signaled when he had gone from being Seth, Jareth’s friend, to being His Majesty, Imperial Prince Sethan Kai Renza .

      “General Jareth Nikolai, it has come to our attention—”

      “By that he means I told him,” Jaida added from the couch.

      Told him? Told him what? Instinctively, Jareth froze, wariness energizing every inch of his large frame. Had someone seen him with Keliana and ratted him out? They hadn’t done anything other than kissed and that only today. How had Jaida found out? He really doubted that Keliana had told her.

      “That your service and conduct has been exemplary over the years you have been in your current role.”

      “He thinks you’re good at your job.”

      Not a bollocking then. Good. Relief shuddered through him as he concentrated on what Seth was saying.

      “As such, for acts of courage during the recent Detarian incident and your unending drive to eradicate piracy in the Verilian systems, it has been decided to grant you a boon.”

      “Boon?” He couldn’t help it, a blank look on his face.

      Jaida smiled. “Because you’ve been a good little boy and killed all the nasty bad guys he wanted you to, he wants to give you a present.”

      “Huh? Present?” Jareth shook his head, his hair getting in his eyes. Absently flicking it back, he looked at Seth. “I’m a professional soldier. Why would you give me something for doing my job?”

      “See?” Seth crowed, shooting a triumphant look at his wife, who wrinkled her nose. “I told you he wouldn’t get it. It’s not about the power or glory for Jareth. Is it, my friend?”

      Jareth shook his head, not quite able to wrap his head around being gifted something for what he considered to be doing his duty.

      “Not unless you’re planning on rolling out those high-yield laser array’s you got on your flagship to the entire fleet.” He smiled in grim satisfaction. “They’d be sweet in a one on one with the pirate frigates. Make the bastards think twice about taking on imperial cruisers for sure.”

      “No, no, no!”

      Jaida put the kitten  on a cushion next to her and rose to walk across the room, her teal skirts rustling as she moved.

      For a second he was reminded of Keliana’s scarlet gown. He’d only ever seen her in red, the color of a whore. The desire to see her in another color, emerald or deep purple perhaps, rose inside him.

      “This is for you. Something you want. A house, lands, hell, gold or jewels. What do you want?” she asked as she came to a stand in front of him, her head tilted to the side and her hands on her hips. “We want to acknowledge your service, so you know we appreciate you.”

      “I say we make him a lord or something.” Seth cut in, then grinned. “Lord of the privy sounds good.”

      “Screw you, Prince-boy.”

      “When you’re big eno—”

      “Will you two stop it.” Jaida all but stomped her feet in frustration. “Have your pissing contest later. Right now, Jareth, what do you want most in the universe? Anything?”

      His smile disappeared under her serious look. What did he want? He didn’t need anything. His suite was expansive, his staff looked after him, he ate in the officer’s mess or at the prince’s table. He had no family to lavish gifts on or provide for. His weaponry was all provided by the army.

      His answer, when it came, surprised even him.

      “I want the harem-mistress.”
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      Careful to avoid any hint that she and Jareth had been in the gardens together, Keliana made sure her route back to her rooms was as random and circuitous as possible. It was the best she could think of to throw someone following her off the scent and to ensure that the heat decorating her cheeks had died down before sneaking back into the harem.

      The last thing she wanted was an encounter with one of the remaining courtesans while she was all hot under the collar from Jareth’s kisses. Since the only man who should have been kissing her was too wrapped up in his new wife to even look at another woman, it didn’t take a great leap to work out it wasn’t the prince who had her breathing shot to hell. At least two of the women left would like nothing more than to cause trouble for her before they left, so she figured discretion was the better part of valor.

      The main hall of the harem chambers was empty when she slipped through the doors. The high vaulted ceiling and intricate mosaic revealed the harem as one of the older parts of the palace. Unlike the throne room and the prince’s suites though, it hadn’t been modernized beyond the bare minimum. Keliana flitted around the edges of the room, staying in the shadows beyond the pillars to avoid detection. The high ceiling in the main area with its stained-glass roof was perfect for amplifying the smallest sound.

      A huge couch dominated the center space. Built to order for Dasan, several princes before Sethan, he’d used it so his harem could entertain his guests. She shook her head as she made it to the far side. Even though she wore the scarlet silks of a whore, the thought of an orgy and being made to service several men in the same session made her feel sick.

      Deep inside she longed for one man. A man she was free to love and who would love her in return. Jareth, the tiny voice whispered again in her mind. It had been there since he’d started to leave her the roses, a little temptation, a hope that just wouldn’t go away no matter how much she tried to squash it.

      She shook her head again and reached out for the closed door to her rooms. Just her luck she had the most difficult rooms to sneak into. Opening in pride of place directly onto the main chamber, her door was in full view. She was supposed to know all and see all. No one had foreseen a situation where the harem-mistress would be sneaking around herself.

      “Mistress Keliana?”

      A male voice sounded from behind her. Jumping, Keliana bit back her instinctive squeak.  Slowly she turned. Two guards hovered in the open doorway to the main chambers, looking uncomfortable. Well, the one on the left looked uncomfortable. The one on the right, as young as his uniform was ill fitting, peered into the chamber eagerly as if expecting to see nubile young women in various stages of undress reclining on every available surface. 

      “Yes?”

      Once a courtesan, always a courtesan. True to her profession, she glided over the space between her and the guards with grace and an added sway in her hips that kept their attention firmly on her body rather than on her face just in case they could read blind panic.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?”

      She came to a stop just before the doorway, staying carefully on her side of the dark line of tiles that marked the harem from the palace main. They wouldn’t step over it, and neither would she. This was the harem, her country and it was still her domain. For anotherday at least.

      “Yes, ma’am. The prince sent us to fetch you. He requires your presence, immediately.”

      Prince. Fetch. Immediately.

      Keliana’s brain latched onto the three words and wove a damning message into them. He knew. Somehow her master knew she’d kissed another man. Fear and anger wound itself around her heart, coiling into a seething mass in the center of her chest. But he doesn’t want me, she wanted to yell, to scream to all who would hear, why not let me go?

      She didn’t yell, scream, or otherwise disturb her perfectly calm appearance. Instead, she folded her hands over each other in front of her hips and inclined her head. At least they hadn’t come with chains to drag her in front of Sethan, nor did they look inclined to physically lay hands on her, stepping back to allow her to precede them.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, the epitome of grace and elegance as she’d been taught and allowed them to escort her to the prince’s suite.

      The journey didn’t take long and was a new one for Keliana. In years past she would never have walked the main corridors. Instead, she would have used the screened passages reserved for the harem women. Which would have been quicker. They finally reached the heavily engraved main doors to the prince’s chambers. She shivered as her heart beat a tattoo against her breastbone.

      The door was flanked either side by guards, but not palace guards like the pair who had accompanied her. Instead the two grim-faced men were dressed in the uniform of Sector Seven and armed with high-yield laser rifles instead of ceremonial swords.

      The fear coiled around her heart extended icy fingers out to the rest of her body. The pane of sheer scarlet in front of her lips trembled as she fought to control her breathing. Sector Seven were the most feared regiment in the Princedom. The best of the best, many aspired to join their ranks and gain the right to wear the stylized skull tattoo they wore on their wrists, but few managed it. Utterly loyal to Sethan, they were his backup plan, his ace in the hole, and basically turned him from just another prince into a person no one wanted to mess with.

      The man she belonged to. The master she’d betrayed.

      “Thanks guys, we’ll take it from here.”

      Her knees weakened as the nearest guard looked her over, a flicker of something in his cool green eyes before they iced over. What was that? Pity? She fought back a whimper as the doors swept open.

      “Breathe,” the green-eyed guard advised softly as he peeled off from his position guarding the door to walk her through it. “He doesn’t bite, I swear.”

      She nodded, flicking a glance from under her lashes at the man next to her. She hadn’t expected compassion from any of the Sector, but his expression was understanding as they walked through an antechamber through into the main chamber of the prince’s suite.

      Tall, with close-cropped sandy hair, his looks would easily earn him a place on any of the intergalactic catwalks. The scar running down one cheek to twist the corner of his lip only added to his attractiveness. It was a scar that teased any woman with blood in her veins, screaming bad boy, tame me if you can. A bona fide badass soldier who’d probably killed more men than she’d had hot dinners offering her moral support? She was screwed six ways to sunday.

      “Chin up, Mistress,” he said, his voice low so only she could hear and stopped at the door.

      All she could do was nod, her heart beating so fast her vision grayed around the edges. Calling on the resolve that had gotten her through the more unpleasant parts of life as a courtesan, she forced steel into her spine and thanked him quietly as she glided past. He hadn’t needed to offer words of support and she didn’t forget things like that quickly.

      Three people occupied the room, but she didn’t get time to do more than process their presence. The prince stood to one side, dressed in heavily embroidered black with his shirt open to the waist. Gracefully, she stopped and dropped into a low curtsy, her scarlet skirts pooling out around her as she kept her gaze on his feet.

      “You summoned me, sire.”

      Her voice was soft, breathy. Good. At least she sounded like a woman of the night, rather than guilty and scared as hell. Any second now he would denounce her, have her dragged outside. A public flogging before execution was the old practice for a whore who betrayed her master.

      “I did. Oh, for the Lady’s sake get up, I can’t talk to you when you’re groveling on the floor like that.”

      His voice held a touch of irritation and anger that made her jump. Pressing her lips together, Keliana rose uncertainly. She couldn’t help darting a quick look around the room. Seated on a couch behind the prince was his new princess.

      Quickly, Keliana dropped her gaze in respect. Although they’d called her the prince’s courtesan, Jaida was noble by birth, and it showed. She was a stunning woman, slender with masses of dark hair and the silver-shot eyes of the Lianl family, one of the Princedom’s oldest lines. It was easy to see why Seth preferred his wife to the women of the harem.

      The last person took her breath away. Jareth stood in a classic military at-ease posture the other side of the room. She bit back her gasp, unable to contain her surprise and backpedaled a step before she got herself together. Don’t show recognition, surprise—don’t show anything, she told herself firmly, ignoring the heat crawling over her cheeks.

      “Don’t worry.” Sethan chuckled, drawing her attention back to him. “I know what the gossips say, but he’s been fed, so he’s quite harmless.”

      What was she supposed to say to that? Agree with him? Disagree? Jareth was the most dangerous man she’d ever met. As pretty as the man who’d brought her in had been, or as handsome as the prince was, neither of them stirred her or triggered the sheer fascination she felt with the tall general.

      Never argue with your master, agree quietly and in a gracious manner. A whore’s place is not to correct.

      “Of course, sire.”

      Hovering uncomfortably, she addressed the center of his chest.

      “Good.” Sethan clapped his hands, voice ringing with satisfaction. “That’s agreed then. Makes things so much simpler than trying to find a buyer.”

      “Huh? I’m sorry… what’s agreed?” Startled by his abrupt statement, she forgot her place and looked up to meet the prince’s eyes.

      “Mistress Keliana, I hereby transfer your deeds to General Jareth Nikolai, effective immediately.” He smiled, a dimple playing peek-a-boo in his cheek at her blank expression. “He’s your new master.”

      New master? She wasn’t going to be… Sethan didn’t know… Jareth owned her now. Her heartbeat reached a shuddering crescendo. Swaying on her feet, Keliana gave up trying to process all the new information and just fought to hold onto consciousness.
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