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Chapter 1
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The carriage door wrenched open before the wheels stopped rolling, splinters of sunlight stabbing my eyes after days of shuttered darkness. Rough hands clamped around my wrists, jerking me forward into the blinding Istanbul sun so violently that my pearl buttons scattered across the cobblestones. My silk gloves tore against the iron filigree of the palace gate, the threads snapping like the last tether to my old life, the scent of crushed lavender from my London sachet still clinging to the ruined fabric.

"The Sultan's hospitality is not optional, Hanım." The soldier’s breath reeked of spiced tobacco and something metallic, oil from his scimitar, perhaps, or the blood beneath his nails. His grip bit into my skin, his fingers pressing hard enough to leave bruises I knew would bloom violet by nightfall. The gold embroidery of his uniform scratched my cheek as he leaned closer, whispering in jagged Turkish, "You will learn to kneel."

Three days ago, I’d taken tea in London, the porcelain cup balanced delicately between my fingers as the maid whispered scandalous gossip about the Duke’s new mistress. Now, I was a prisoner wrapped in perfumed silk, dragged toward a gilded cage where the only whispers would be the rustle of my own shame against silk divans. The heavy click of the gate locking behind me sounded like a pistol shot.

# # #
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THE COURTYARD OF MAIDENS smelled of orange blossoms and the faint musk of bodies pressed too close, ripe with secrets and sweat beneath the heavy damask robes. Tulip-shaped oil lamps flickered against the marble columns, their flames licking at the humid air, casting long shadows that slithered across the floor like living things. A nightingale trilled from a gilded cage near the fountain, its song too sweet for this place, too delicate against the weight of unseen hands and whispered threats.

The Chief Eunuch loomed over me, his massive frame blocking the moonlight as he traced the ceremonial flail down my spine with deliberate slowness. The metal beads clinked softly, a mocking counterpoint to my shallow breaths. "Barbaric contraption," he sneered, his voice honeyed with contempt as he flicked the whalebone stays of my corset with the tip of the flail. The laces snapped like gunshots in the hush of the courtyard, and cool night air rushed over my ribs as the garment fell away, pooling at my feet like a discarded second skin.

I didn’t dare move. Didn’t breathe. The weight of dozens of watching eyes pressed against me, concubines, eunuchs, guards, all waiting for a sign of weakness, a flinch, a whimper. My fingers curled into my palms, nails biting crescents into my flesh.

Then, a murmur rippled through the women, a rustle of silk and stifled gasps. A voice cut through the quiet, low and rough as gravel dragged over marble, "This one will need... special handling."

I turned my head just enough to catch the silhouette of a man leaning against the archway, half in shadow. Tall. Broad-shouldered, the fabric of his kaftan straining over the hard lines of his body. The lamplight caught the sharp edge of his jaw, the scar along it a pale slash against golden skin, still raised and angry, a wound too recent to have faded. His amber eyes burned into me, unblinking, as if he could already see the places where my skin prickled under his gaze, the pulse hammering in my throat. The way my breath hitched, despite myself.

A slow smile curled his lips, dark as sin, and I knew that this man was no eunuch.

# # #
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ROSEWATER SLUICED OVER my shoulders, the heat of the hammam turning my skin pink as a freshly peeled peach. Attendants scrubbed saffron soap into my hair, their fingers working in slow, practiced circles that sent unwelcome shivers down my spine. Their giggles curled around me, hushed and knowing, the scent of crushed rose petals rising thick between us.

"The eunuch watches too closely," one whispered in Ottoman, not realizing I'd spent three feverish nights memorizing the guttural shapes of their words. 

"Which one?" her companion breathed back, soapy hands pausing at the small of my back.

"The one with the eyes like fire...Kadir." 

The steam shifted as if parted by an unseen blade. A shadow darkened the doorway that looked too tall, too broad to be one of the twittering attendants. My skin prickled beneath the water, though the bath burned hot enough to scald. 

It was him, Kadir. He stepped into the haze, his gauze-thin robes clinging to the thick muscle of his thighs with every deliberate stride. He moved like a man who knew his presence was a threat, the silver embroidery at his collar catching the lamplight as he tilted his head. The attendants scattered like sparrows before a hawk, leaving me bare in the waist-deep water that suddenly felt thin as my shattered dignity. 

His fingers trailed through the surface, just shy of touching my shoulder. The ripples lapped at my collarbone, each tiny wave a brand against skin already oversensitized by the steam and stolen glances. 
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