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Their love affair is forbidden, dangerous, and unstoppable.

The Empress Elishiba has vowed to protect her people, even if it means marrying an enemy. But when the mysterious man known as Amshazar arrives as a spokesman for her future husband, her passion is ignited. Amshazar is an attractive and powerful man who is rumored to be a sorcerer, and he is allied to her enemy. Consorting with him would be disastrous. Why then does she let him arouse her and distract her from her goal?

Amshazar is a gifted magi and an envoy of the gods. Lusting after the Empress Elishiba wasn't part of his plan, and yet he cannot resist. Their connection is vital, their desire undeniable—but their forbidden affair soon captures them in a web of danger, a web where magic and romance weave their own vibrant and inexorable threads. As the enemy seeks to destroy Elishiba and all she stands for, Amshazar must fulfill his duty and empower her as a powerful Sorceress, whatever the cost.
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​Chapter One
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ELISHIBA, THE EMPRESS of Aleem, slipped off her robe and sandals and walked down the steps into her bathing pool. She sank gratefully into the water, which was piped into the palace, warmed in a huge furnace and scented with blossoms for her ornate lapis lazuli and turquoise tiled bath. On the ebb of the evening songbirds gathered in the tranquil courtyard outside her chambers and she listened to them as she bathed. Lush green foliage crept through the narrow, arched windows, filtering the remaining light as the sun lowered outside. A servant had lit candles that were set into evenly spaced niches in the walls. Soon the room was infused with a warm glow that outshone the fading light of the outside world.

The outside world. Elishiba sighed. Soon she would have to leave Aleem to marry an Emperor from a neighboring land in order to secure peace for her country. It pained her to even think about leaving her home, but she hoped and prayed that her strength of will would carry her through difficult times ahead, for the sake of her people

"Empress Elishiba, may I request an audience with you?"

It was Xerxes, her closest and most loyal warrior, friend, and—often times—lover. The drapes of his robe swayed with movement as he stopped at the top of the steps. His bared chest looked inviting against the pure white of his garment slung low across one shoulder. With his massive, muscled arms folded over his chest he presented a powerful image and she admired it openly, smiling up at him. "Yes."

He made no effort to hide the fact he was watching her breasts bob gently near the surface of the water. "It is difficult to speak about matters of great importance when I am distracted by your beauty."

She enjoyed the sight of simple desire in his eyes and wished for a less complex life. "In that case, please linger, and I will dress and join you."

He bowed in acknowledgement. As he did, the beautiful shape of his shaven head was highlighted by the wavering patterns of the candlelight dancing across the skin like shadows on the far hills at sunset. The shape of his head alone was handsome. He knew that, and had it shaved daily in order to catch her eye. His smooth, golden skin was the color of the sandstone walls of the temples when the afternoon sun warmed them. His brows were dark, echoing the dark line of hair that grew down his chin. Rows of silver hoops adorned his ears. They were evenly spaced except for one gap, where she had pulled the hoop free in her moment of climax. He wore the scratch she had given him with true pride, reminding her of his sexual prowess.

His dark eyes grew ever blacker as he looked at her body through the petals on the water. She was very fond of him, and they'd been lovers until the latest turn of events had forced her to put some distance between them. It was hard, to say the least. He was an adept lover as well as a fine Aleem warrior. She took a deep breath. The heady scent of the perfumed water intoxicated her, adding its own invitation to the senses, making her want to couple with him, for pleasure and comfort.

She swam across the pool toward the steps. As she rose out of the water and mounted the steps, his stare imbued her with her own kind of strength—lusty female power and potent desire. "Allow me to assist you." He reached for a wrap, shaking it out for her to step into.

"Thank you. What is it you wish to speak to me about?" She could guess, but hoped he wouldn't be too difficult about it. She turned against the wrap, offering her back to him.

"Empress, it is difficult to think of anything other than this." He enclosed her in the fabric and in doing so locked her in his embrace.

Her bare shoulder tingled as he rested a kiss there. The touch, brief, warm and seductive, forced her to close her eyes for a moment. Her body responded, heat gathering at her centre. She clutched at the fabric, her head sinking back against his shoulder. "Xerxes, I need to keep my thoughts level, and you make them wander."

His large hands moved, cupping her breasts through the fabric while he breathed close against her ear. "I am your servant. I willingly give you pleasure. Let me ease your troubled spirit, Mistress."

The fabric shifted under his touch, and his thumbs grazed her exposed nipples, caressing them back and forth, until they were peaked and painfully sensitive. He knew her body well, and her entire skin tingled in response to his provocative touches. Darts of longing assailed her, from her breasts to the hot, receptive flesh between her thighs. She swayed, instinctively leaning back against him, which he took for encouragement. One hand anchored her between her breasts, holding her steady against him, while the other shot lower, cupping her mound as the fabric fell to the floor, forgotten.

The clutch of his hand on her sensitive flesh did indeed distract her. The firm, rhythmic squeeze of his large hand over her sensitive folds was most delicious. It was so hard to resist. She savored it, her hips rolling back and forth. The intimate connection set waves of pleasure coursing through her body.

"You have only to say the word," he whispered, "and I would gladly offer you relief."

At her back, she felt him grow taut with lust. The desire for more intimacy was in her blood, too, but she knew she must deny it, for both their sakes. That would be wrong, especially so for him. Soon, she would be joined in marriage with another man. She drew away, forcing herself to put a few steps between them, before she turned to face him.

The expression in his eyes was disappointed, but she knew what he had come to discuss, and it would be much harder to deny her emotions if they were entwined in her bed, sated and intimate. They had been well matched as lovers, but that had to be in the past now. If their union had been meant to be, she wouldn't have been able to deny him. That thought strengthened her.

"You wished to speak with me."

His expression grew masked. "I noticed that your father seems frailer today."

Elishiba ached, and glanced away from his probing gaze before she responded. This was just one more reason why she had to be strong, and to take action for their people. "I fear his health continues to weaken."

"He is no doubt concerned to hear you plan to sacrifice yourself to our enemies." Anger shone in his eyes.

Elishiba took a deep breath to steady herself. This is what he had really come to speak to her about. She would soon announce her agreement to marry Hanrah, the Emperor of Karseedia. In truth, she saw it as a chance to get close to Hanrah and negotiate. She didn't plan to allow her country to be swallowed by his or anyone else's. It was a dangerous situation. There was no easier solution, so she had decided to pursue it, with caution.

"Karseedia is a treacherous country, my Empress. A place ruled through evil and wrongdoing." His gestures grew impatient.

"What you say about Karseedia is true." She stepped behind the dressing screen and pulled on a robe—not waiting for a servant to help her—belting it quickly at the waist with a sash, before rejoining him. "However, there are worse threats further afield, and we must strengthen Aleem in defense against them." Her thoughts turned briefly to the many half-made plans she harbored, plans of gaining security for her people without sacrifice. The provinces surrounding Aleem were jockeying for alliances. It was time for commitment if they were to strengthen against outside enemies.

The neighboring province of Karseedia—although a previous enemy on the battlefield—was the most obvious ally and the coupling of Aleem to Karseedia had been agreed. If the plans for the alliance were realized, centuries of tradition would be sacrificed. Aleem, the smaller of the two countries—but the wealthier—had always been vulnerable to invasion from its formidable neighbor. And although an uneasy truce had lasted more than two decades, to ‘trust in Karseedia' still meant, colloquially, to expect betrayal and deceit.

"This union between you and the Emperor Hanrah," Xerxes ventured, in a defiant tone, "is something that was first spoken of when you were just a child, and it was dismissed as untenable even then."

Elishiba nodded and braced herself. There would be more of this, from him and others, and she had to be able to stand by her convictions. "Yes, my father and the Emperor of Karseedia considered the implications of such an alliance, but so many lives had been lost on the battlefield. The wounds were still fresh. The match was unpopular with the people on both sides and it was never promised."

"So why must you do this?" Frustration grew in both his voice and his posture.

She needed him by her side, and tried to stay calm. "It is not without a great deal of thought that I have come to this decision. It is the only way to ensure the negotiations move forward on relatively friendly ground. Although I think that there may be other ways to resolve the situation. I promise you, I will find the best way forward, for us all."  

Tension poured from him. His expression was deeply unhappy. "I do not want you to marry this man."

Elishiba smiled sadly at his simple, demanding statement. "Xerxes, I am an Empress. As such, I must act for others, not myself. I renewed consideration of the match because it is a matter of necessity."

Denial shone in his eyes. He had made it clear on more than one occasion that he felt their position would be better secured on a battlefield, but Elishiba was a leader of a different kind. Too many lives had been lost to similar causes over the centuries, and now it was time to cut to the heart of the matter. Elishiba didn't aspire to be a leader who hid behind her army rather than talk and negotiate.

"Aleem has always been vulnerable. Our place on the trade routes has deemed it so. Allying ourselves with an enemy we have the measure of is the more sensible thing to do. The envoys of Karseedia welcome it, but to assure trust they informed us they wouldn't enter into further discussions on the matter without some grand gesture on our part, some...sacrifice."

"And you have bowed to their wish?" he retorted angrily.

"No. I have chosen the route to peace for my people."

He shook his head.

"My father understands why I have chosen this path and he respects my efforts. Why can't you?" She sighed. "Trust me. In time, the union will be agreed. Then I will begin to assert my own demands in earnest."

It was going to be even harder to be strong and focused when she left her home. In Aleem she was surrounded by her followers, and their elite army, The Immortals, were nearby. Deep down, doubt—and sometimes fear—simmered within her. She had vowed to find a way to draw a protective shield over the land and people she and her father governed. Leave her home, she must. Fight, she must.

Xerxes' hands fisted at his sides. "If you must marry this man, you know that you will never be allowed to return to your homeland."  

That hurt her deeply. He was willing to try anything to stop her.

She met his stare as steadily as she could. "If the union takes place—although it is my will to find another way, if it is possible—I will have it written in the contracts that I shall be able to govern Aleem, as before. I will travel back and forth, if necessary."

When he shook his head at her, thwarted again, she dropped her gaze.

In her heart she knew he was right. If the pact were sealed by marriage, she would be bound to Karseedia forever. Married, to a man she didn't know, who came from a long line of power-hungry warmongers. Just thinking about it made her belly tense and sicken, but she was determined to protect her people—whatever the cost.

When she looked back at him, he bowed his head and dropped to one knee. "I will never agree with your choice, but I know you and I admire your will. Whatever you decide, I will be at your side to protect you."

Their relationship had always been strong and trusting. While it was now troubled, she had his loyalty, nonetheless. "Thank you, my most treasured Immortal." She rested her hand briefly on his shoulder and when she removed it, he rose to his feet and took his leave without looking at her again.

If things had been different—she thought as she watched him leave— perhaps it might have been Xerxes she would have taken as her betrothed. They might have ruled Aleem well together, and she could have been happy. But that was not meant to be, even though she had thought of it often enough. Too easy, perhaps? Her life was not meant to be an easy one. Once again she reminded herself that she would soon be joined with another. They would be as man and wife, Emperor and Empress.

Perhaps, given time, he will be my true heart.

She gave a wry smile at her own wayward thoughts. Politics left little room for such wishful thinking, and she knew she would do well to keep that in mind. But she was a passionate woman, and it was her nature that made her pray for a good match, for a man who would win her heart and be as loyal and as passionate as she. Would she ever meet such a man?

* * * *
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ON THAT VERY SAME DAY Amshazar, a magus of high standing and an envoy of the Gods, was requested to appear before the council of the Gods. Rumors were rife concerning the troubled times in the exotic lands. Whispers had passed among those studying sorcery, suggesting one of them would soon be called upon to initiate the Gods' intervention. The rumors proved to be correct. Amshazar, who had long since reached the first order of magi skills and knowledge, and was now a teacher to others, was called.

It was with anticipation that Amshazar mounted the stone steps that led from the secluded magi school embedded in the mountainside, up and into the presences of the deities. The steps were worn by those who had gone before—centuries of magi who had trained there and who had acted upon the words of the Gods when called, instigating their wishes amongst their chosen people. He passed through the upper portal and emerged from the tower into the swirling mist of the deity plateau, a place where the Gods met men and dispensed judgment.

Amshazar paused. The air here was colder, but invigorating, and he took a moment to become accustomed to it. Preparing himself, he peered through the mist toward the massive white stone gathering table, expecting to see a full quorum assembled. Instead, he saw only two figures seated there. The first was the Goddess Sevita—she who inspired the higher emotions. The other was the thoughtful god, Credan—an eminent deity who exerted a fatherly presence upon the Gods of the council.

"Amshazar, thank you for your hasty response," Sevita said as he approached, her voice reverberating softly in his every fiber. She presented in human form as a simply dressed woman in her middle years, her hair loosely plaited over one shoulder. Her immense, serene feminine power and beauty was nevertheless visible in her aura. She shimmered with it, the plain garments she chose to wear made almost translucent by her inner radiance.

"You are aware we have asked you here because of the recent unrest in the Exotic Lands?"

Amshazar nodded.

"Alas," she said, and sighed, "Hurda is to blame. He became bored with the council. I'm afraid we lost him for a while." She looked deeply regretful. Hurda was an unpredictable god, one who often inspired warlike tendencies.

Credan gestured with his hands, shifting uneasily in his chair. He took the form of an aged and wise man, with long silvering hair and a furrowed brow. The breadth of his wisdom made itself felt in every way, far beyond his current form. "Hurda took it upon himself to inspire the need for ownership, instilling greed in many of the souls of the Exotic Lands, undermining the notion of fair trade and harmony that had begun to take root there."

Credan's eyebrows lowered as he contemplated the situation. "The trouble that has already begun can—and will—grow, powered by its own ire and the subsequent need for revenge. We have been contemplating how best we might influence the situation."

Sevita smiled gently at Amshazar.

He lowered his head, indicating his acknowledgement. He had been ready for some time, having devoted his life to this. Fully trained and adept in the arts, his time as a tutor to the newer magi was but a passing phase. The Gods had previously indicated he was meant for a higher purpose, and his time had come at last.

"I am aware of the situation and the potential for large scale war within a few years if the unrest were to continue. Whatever I can do in the matter, please say. I am your servant, and I am ready to act."

Sevita nodded, exchanging glances with Credan. "We are still debating the best way forward. It may be that you will have to ally yourself with the most troublesome instigators of Hurda's influence in order to protect the innocent. Does that concern you?"

"Whatever you think is the right way forward, I will take that path."

Her eyes shimmered with admiration. "We wished to speak with you first, before the debate continued, and we appreciate your willingness in this matter. We consider you our finest magus. The tasks ahead demand someone with the skills and subtlety you possess."  

Amshazar was somewhat embarrassed by her praise. "There are several magi eager to act upon your instruction. I am but one of many."

Credan gave a rare chuckle. "Sevita has selected you, Amshazar, and I trust her judgment in this matter."

Sevita gave a curious smile. "You are the right magus for this task. You are skilled, persuasive and intelligent, and you are also a very attractive man."

Credan frowned.

Sevita ignored it. "I'm very fond of you," she added, "and I am aware you seek a task beyond that of teaching others."

Amshazar nodded.

"You are very fond of everyone," Credan retorted at her side, somewhat sarcastically. "If I had my way, Hurda would have been banished from the council for this latest selfish action."

Amshazar restrained a smile. Credan seemed rather jealous of Sevita's tolerance with her favorites. She who inspired the higher emotions—and who reminded all souls that life springs from love—magnetized both people and Gods.

"Hurda has shown some remorse," Sevita responded, unfazed by Credan's remark. "Our responsibility to men, and to each other, is to guide and illuminate, not dictate. Besides, part of my purpose here is to bring the kinder emotions into play where there might be none."

She gave a gentle tut, and then returned her attention to Amshazar. Her eyes burned with the strength of her inner knowledge. "The council feels your skills as a tutor might be called upon. Your insight and your way with people engender trust. These qualities will take you where you need to be, to the very heart of the matter."

The way she said ‘heart', with great emphasis, resonated with Amshazar.

"The conflict must be unraveled subtly," she continued, "from within. We have identified two key figures we would like you to work with, Emperor Hanrah of Karseedia and Empress Elishiba of Aleem. One of them may have the potential to channel magic, and use it wisely." She paused, as if to add weight to her statement. "Emperor Hanrah needs guidance. The Empress Elishiba is a fledgling ambassador. You must protect her when she confronts her enemies. She is destined to be a powerful negotiator in a future time."

Amshazar felt a heavy undertow in her message. As one of the few female Gods, she had argued for a greater voice for womankind, and for female entry to the magi school. She had not yet achieved the latter, but was that the ongoing purpose behind the glint in her eyes?

Credan folded his hands in front of him. "Return to the council tomorrow at dawn, if you will, Amshazar. We will come to agreement on how best to proceed by then, and you will need to be ready to leave. We envisage this being a long challenge, though, and we will assign you a spirit guide to act as a mentor. He will hasten your communication with us, as and when you see fit."

This last statement alone would have indicated to Amshazar the weight of the matter, if the rumors had not already done so. Spirit guides were only brought into action in matters of great magnitude, where haste and reinforcement might be needed.

He dropped to one knee before them, passing his fingers over mind, lips and heart, offering his thoughts, words and deeds to them through the age-old, time-honored gesture. "I take the task willingly, whatever it might demand of me."

He sensed Sevita's pleasure.

She nodded. "The ancient lands need a hero, Amshazar, a man who will guide them with a subtle, almost invisible hand, a man who will inspire their leaders and enable the passage of their history to run smooth. I believe you are that man."

Humbled, Amshazar lowered his head. "Your words flatter me greatly, Goddess. I hope that I can justify your belief in me."

Her eyes sparkled, and for a moment he thought he saw mischief there. This was important to her, above and beyond the obvious reasons.

As he took his leave, Amshazar couldn't help wondering what the Goddess of love might be planning.
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​Chapter Two
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THREE SEASONS LATER

Mehtap, the dowager Empress of Karseedia, was angry with her son, Hanrah.

She glanced around the palace corridor to check she was not being observed then stepped closer to the ornately carved wooden panels gracing the wall. The panel hiding the secret passageway she sought bore the image of a learned man with a book in one hand, and holding a torch aloft in the other. She flattened her palm against the carved torch. The panel opened and she quickly stepped inside, pulling her heavy silken robes after her.

When the panel shut behind her, she blinked until her eyes became accustomed to the gloom of the concealed passageway, scowling as she did so. Something was going on in the palace—something involving her son, Hanrah—something that was not of her bidding. It turned her mood sour at the very time they should be preparing for his forthcoming wedding to the Empress Elishiba, or—as Mehtap preferred to think of it—Aleem's forthcoming surrender to their greater power. It was nearly a full year they had been preparing for this important union, and yet her son was still not committed to it.

She settled her small lamp into a wall-mounted sconce, then traced her hand along the rough stone wall as she hurried along the passageway, barely pausing to lift her expensive robes to protect them from being torn or stained The faint sound of water dripping and her soft leather slippers scuffing over the cobblestones were the only audible sounds in the dark, narrow space. The lamp behind her shed only the smallest speck of light to guide her. She knew this passage well, though, for it was one of many well-hidden observation points that networked the royal palace in Lhastari. As always, the place smelled musty from a leak where the secret passageways intersected with the palace water supply and other even less savory things, but she left it unfixed rather than reveal the hidden network to the servants.

Her hand brushed up against a jutting outcrop of rock, dank and slime-covered. It indicated she had reached the place. Her fingers sought the loose stone, and removed it. Standing on tiptoe, she stepped forward and leaned into the viewing niche. Her chin rested on the damp stone as she moved close to the small peephole. She refocused her vision, for the brighter light within the chamber below was at odds with the gloomy passageway. Focusing on the heavily embroidered wall hangings that bedecked her son's bedchamber, her gaze followed them down, leading her to the sight of a cluster of limbs on the bed itself.

Even though she half expected this when she'd observed her son and his longing glances at the youth she ground her teeth in annoyance. Hanrah was there, in his luxurious private chambers, cavorting with the nubile, a mere slave boy.

"Blind fool," she whispered to herself, between gritted teeth. "What possesses you to be so unwise, my son?" She wanted this intrusive problem stopped, and obliterated, even if she had to see to it herself.

If it had been a bevy of female concubines down there—women who opened their legs to take his royal seed, lusty and fertile whores—she wouldn't have minded. It was a pastime she had despised in his father, her late husband, but one she wished her son would partake of more often. Illegitimate progeny were better than none. Yet, he apparently chose to squander his time and his seed on an impoverished male slave who had caught his eye. What was he thinking of? Not his lineage and his obligations, that was blatantly clear to her.

The two lithe bodies were naked, and rolled together in an urgent rhythm against the fine, imported cotton bed coverings. No place for a slave. The slave boy's face contorted in ecstasy, his arms stretched back, his fingers clutching at the curtain that hung behind him while he watched his Emperor pleasuring him with adoring glances. Hanrah was on his knees and bent over the slave, devouring the youth's manhood with a hungry mouth, his head bobbing while his hands worked on his own stiff shaft. The room was strewn with their clothing, their lust for each other evident in every way.

Mehtap seethed, cursing him beneath her breath. Such passion, and for what cause?

Hanrah's entire body was trembling with lust, his slim hips rising and falling as he rubbed his shaft up and down with an urgent fist. His scrawny lover had abandoned himself to the experience, his arms splayed, hips lifting from the surface of the bed. As he began to near his climax, the slave spoke. "Hanrah," he said, and stroked his master's head gratefully, his hips bucking suddenly.

Mehtap's blood boiled, undiluted rage pumping through her veins. Her hand clutched at the loose rock as if to crush it, her mouth twitching in anger and frustration at the sight of her son, the ruler of Karseedia—and the future ruler of much more if she had her way—on his knees in front of a mere slave, pleasuring him like a courtesan. She had to keep her lips tightly closed in order to contain the urge to scream down at him from her current viewing point. That wretched boy, he had no idea how to act like a ruler, even though she had instructed him often enough.

Worst of all, this behavior seemed to be a recurrent pattern. His desire lay with scrawny males, while his half-brothers rutted their courtesans and created offspring as a daily event. Meanwhile, her security and power were threatened by her son's unwillingness to plant his seed in a more fertile bed.

She heard the slave boy's loud, frantic moans as he reached his climax—closely followed by her son's gleeful laughter—as she moved away, slotting the stone back into place. This had to stop, now.

Charging back along the corridor and through the palace, she marched in upon the two of them. The slave boy was strewn across the bed naked, his eyes shut in reverie. Her son lolled against him, his expression sickly with adoration. Her hands fisted at her sides at the very sight of it.

At the sound of the door crashing closed behind her, Hanrah turned his head in response. Caught in the act by his mother, his expression altered immediately to one of complete fright. He leapt off the bed, staggering down the marble steps that led up to it, his thick hair awry.

Mehtap took pleasure at his fearful reaction, which reaffirmed the strength of her hold over her son. This was no time to lose her grip on him, and she had no intention of doing so. The slave's death would prove that to Hanrah.

The slave sat upright, and seeing that it was Mehtap, herself, standing there, his eyes opened so wide they were in danger of falling out of their sockets. He quickly covered his genitals, then leapt from the bed and darted down the marble steps to the floor, where he prostrated himself on the stone-flags before her, arms outstretched, legs folded under him, his limbs shaking with fear. A mumbled torrent of allegiances and apologies spilled from his mouth.

"Guards!" Mehtap screamed.

"Mother, no." Hanrah shook his head vehemently.

The slave's glance shot to Hanrah, concern spilling from him. Hanrah lifted a hand in his lover's direction. Her son was frightened for the life of the slave he had polluted himself with so readily. Rightly so.

Mehtap gave an accusing laugh. "Oh, yes. It is too late to protect your little secret. We must have the guards deal with him." She walked toward Hanrah, collecting a robe on the way. She threw it at his feet. "Cover yourself."

Hanrah ignored the robe, quickly stepping between his mother and the slave.

Mehtap noticed the gleam of defiance in his eyes. Her son, usually meek and pathetic, was reacting. He was truly willing to protect this one. Interesting. Had his spirit finally been stirred?

Guards entered the room behind them. Mehtap smiled at her son, revealing her intent. Hanrah's eyes flickered as he glanced at the guards, then back to her. He knew her well enough that she wouldn't tolerate this, and that there was only one option.

He opened his arms, obscuring the youth on the floor from her sight. "They will have to kill me first," he declared.

Mehtap widened her eyes, her tone sardonic as she responded. "Such bravery! If only it were aroused for the sake of something worth winning...such as the treasures of Aleem."

Hanrah looked sheepish, but still didn't drop his arms.

"Empress?" queried a guard behind her.

Mehtap lifted a hand in acknowledgement then directed her attention to the cowering youth on the floor. Perhaps this was not the right time. It would be a shame to destroy this novel air of defiance her offspring had suddenly developed. She would deal with the slave later, privately, and take great pleasure in doing so.

"Go to your quarters," she hissed at the shivering man on the floor, "or I will order your execution, right here and right now."

Unsure, the slave slowly drew himself to his feet, his hands covering his genitals, while he cowered behind Hanrah, clearly terrified to make the wrong move.

"Kazeen...run!" Hanrah whispered urgently over his shoulder, his expression fear filled. "Go, Kazeen, go," he added, and nodded quickly, indicating the slave should, indeed, take his leave.

The slave paused and looked beseechingly at Hanrah, as if afraid to leave him.

Mehtap growled at him.

He needed no more encouragement to make his escape, not even pausing to gather his clothing before he headed for the door at great speed, one hand still covering himself, the other lifted as if to shield himself from the watching guards. When the door clattered closed behind him, Mehtap dismissed the guards with a flutter of her hand and no further instruction.

The door closed again, this time with quiet respect rather than a panicked bang. Mehtap stepped closer to Hanrah and tugged on a stray lock of his tousled hair, drawing him around to face her.

Relief flooded his expression.

Mehtap suppressed a smile. "My darling son, the pride of my life." She kept her voice low, and stroked her hand gently over his cheek. Hope flickered across his eyes. Oh, how that grated on her nerves. He should know, instinctively, what she wanted from him—loyalty, bravery, and an heir to secure their position.

She snapped her hand away only to have it come crashing back down, delivering a viscous slap to his face.

"Yow," he cried, his hand nursing his cheek, his mouth pursed into a decidedly childish pout for a man in his twentieth year.

A sense of pleasure flared inside her. Inflicting pain did that for her. "Wretched boy," she spat. "Do I have to remind you that your four younger brothers snarl at your heels like hungry dogs, eager to take your place as Emperor?"

He shook his head, his gaze on the floor. The robe she had thrown at him still lay there at his feet.

"How is it that your father was one of the most powerful men to ever ride across a battlefield, a man who set fear into everyone he met, and yet you are not fit to be his offspring and carry his line forward?" She glanced down at his flaccid manhood, giving a dismissive wave of her hand. Power was certainly not coming via that route, no.

Hanrah hung his head in shame at her words and their implication.

Her son couldn't be relied upon. Instead, she would have to play a much more duplicitous game to get what should rightfully be theirs. Her hand went to the pendant at her neck, the treasured vial that held her ultimate means to obtain power. If all else failed, she would unleash the contents. Then the people of Aleem would be sorry they had not been more forthcoming. Meanwhile, she needed Hanrah to be the powerful, fearful Emperor his father would have been proud of. A leader who would bed his bride, plant his seed in her womb, and take her land and chattel as his own.

"It seems I must instruct you how to behave like an Emperor, yet again."

She kept her voice low and threatening, letting him feel the extreme nature of her dissatisfaction. He already looked miserable. She knew that his father's disappointment in him was what hurt Hanrah most of all, for he had loved his father, no matter how different they were.

"Bathe and dress, then report to my chambers."

She turned away, leaving him standing in the middle of the room, still rubbing his face, his expression petulant. Cursing his weaknesses, she strode across the room and out the chamber door. In the corridor, she unceremoniously grabbed the first guard she saw and instructed, "You, fetch Sibias."

She paused, while she reconsidered who should be present. "And bring Amshazar, too." Her son's favored friend and advisor should be there to witness this humiliation as well, she decided. Perhaps it would break the nomad's attachment to her son. She was eager to rid them all of Amshazar's annoying influence over Hanrah. "Tell them both to report to my apartments, immediately."

The guard nodded and bowed low, his hand touching back and forth over his lips and forehead while he chanted a stream of loyal vows and backed away from her. Every member of the household knew that look of hers, she made sure of it. Mehtap was renowned and feared amongst her subjects, and she liked it that way.

* * * *

[image: ]


AMSHAZAR SAT QUIETLY meditating in a concealed tavern amidst the streets of Lhastari. It was a dark and dingy place. The air was humid, for it was small enough to contain every breath emitted by its occupants, every scent lingering in the air and re-circulated by the textile swag being wafted overhead. Even the dishes of burning musk ashes set on the worn wooden tables couldn't refresh the stale atmosphere, but it was a quiet, secluded place and few inhabitants of the royal palace went to hovels such as this. They had no need to venture out, for all the comforts they might require were provided within the palace walls.

Amshazar had gone there for a moment's peace before responding to the order he had received to attend the Empress Mehtap's chambers. He nursed his dish of wine in one hand and focused on the dim light given out off by the flame of a brass lamp that hung low over his table on a dusty chain.

What now? Amshazar wondered when he was summoned.

Two hundred and eighty moons had passed overhead since he'd been sent to the ancient lands, and the threat of war still simmered all around them. He had insinuated himself into a pivotal player's stronghold, and in doing so placed a physical barrier between Emperor Hanrah and his wife to be—the Empress Elishiba, who he had also been sent to protect. He had gained notable influence with the Emperor Hanrah, whilst concealing his true identity.

The tensions in the Lhastari palace were increasing rapidly in the days before the greeting party's departure for Aleem rapidly, with minor arguments and feuds erupting frequently. It was tiresome but necessary to be aware of the feuds. He was eager to be on his way to the city of Suzin. He had convinced Hanrah to send him as part of the wedding greeting party, in order to get to know the Empress Elishiba as soon as possible. She was clearly a key player, and he needed to know and understand her motives soon. But the waiting and the atmosphere were meanwhile, making him restless. There were greater issues at stake than this latest squabble, whatever it was, he had been summoned to attend to. But this preparatory ground must be ridden over, as sure as the trek to a battleground must be covered before the battle may commence.

Drinking down the sour wine, he stood up. He dropped a coin on the table and another at the feet of the small boy who sat in a corner, stripped to the waist, lazily pulling the rope that moved the swag of material overhead, in an attempt to stir the air. The boy grinned at the mysterious and beneficent visitor, waving at him as he left, calling a blessing of the gods after him, while hiding the coin in his belt in case his master, the tavern owner, saw the gift.

Amshazar nodded at the boy, then stepped outside and drew the hood of his robes over his head, concealing his face. The sky was heavy with restless, ochre-streaked clouds. It was quickly growing dark in the passageway outside. The heat of the day hung heavy in the air, but the sinking sun caused great shadows to encompass the narrow, high-walled streets. Amshazar passed swiftly along them.

"Will you take a woman for your pleasures, master?"  

Amshazar paused and turned toward the voice, ready to dismiss the woman who had called to him from the shadows. She stood with one arm outreached, holding her robe open so that he could observe her figure, outlined as it was in a dancer's costume, embroidered with worn gemstones, faded and heavily soiled from her hours on the street. He stepped closer, his attention captured by something in the woman's expression. This woman was no whore.

Even those who were not gifted with the sight would notice that much. Unlike the women of the souk, who happily reveled in their wanton debauchery, this woman took no pleasure from her work. Her chin lifted when he responded to her words and he examined her eyes closely.

"Take me with you for the night, master, and you will not be disappointed." The woman stared at him with hope, but her eyes were dull and unhappy.

Amshazar looked deeper, far deeper, and within moments, he saw into her very soul. There was little life within her. All that existed were fleeting, wistful memories of days gone by, a lost lover, and the image of a pitifully thin child whom she longed to be beside. He glanced around, for he had to avoid drawing attention to himself, but...the boy needed his mother. There was no one in sight. Besides, he found people often didn't notice what was in front of their very eyes. He was gifted, yes, but the ability to summon the power of the magi was within the reach of every man. The ability to see, understand and tap the source was what eluded the majority.

He lowered his head to hide his face and breathed in, deeply. He invoked the power from deep within, chanting the call of the magi low beneath his breath. He opened his hands when the power began to pulse in his veins. His palms glowed faintly in the gloomy shadows. The woman began to back away, her eyes wide with fear, a strangled cry captured in her throat.

He passed his hand across her brow, instilling her with purpose and erasing the nature of their encounter from her mind. The woman blinked and started, as if she had not seen him standing in front of her at all.

"Forgive me, for I must go," she said, turning away from him. "My child is ill."

"Wait," he said. "Go to the house of Luma Jerez tomorrow, for he has need of a serving woman in his kitchens, and you will do the job well. That will feed you and your child until he is strong enough to work." With that, he turned away, leaving the woman standing, silently staring after him as he went.

Amshazar had learned much. He had discovered that the province of Karseedia was filled with hunger and despair, whilst the palace was filled with every indulgence the inhabitants could desire. He'd heard better things of Aleem. It was a province where the rulers cared for their people and held worthy ideals. But how long would it be before Mehtap sank her claws into those ideals, and crushed them? If things didn't develop as he hoped they might, it wouldn't take long at all.

As the thought occurred to him, the teasing laughter of his magus spirit guide, Santor, echoed through his mind, and he smiled to himself. He was here for a reason, and its significance was beyond that of even Mehtap's understanding.

He looked up at the spires that topped the palace at the very pinnacle of the city. It stood at Lhastari's heart and every narrow street seemed to twine inexorably around it. The guards at the palace gates eyed him with mistrust, as they always did, but stepped aside without a word when he drew nearer, swiftly closing rank again in his wake. He paused a moment in the marbled walls of the entrance passage to the palace, while his eyes grew accustomed to the change in light, then moved on and closed himself into the interior world of the royal dwelling.

The intense heat of the afternoon subdued slowly into the dark shadows of the majestic entrance portals. He detested this place, with its rancid aura of Mehtap's power. The woman had pure venom running in her veins. There was a certain odd fascination in observing it at such close quarters, however, and it was his duty to watch, and to influence. His powers were implicit and subtle, compared to the blatant harridan of a woman whose land he currently abided within.

There was a hushed atmosphere in the corridors. It was always like this when trouble was afoot. He stopped outside Mehtap's chambers and nodded at the sentry to indicate that his presence should be announced.

His entry into her inner sanctum was met by Mehtap's harsh voice. It provoked his spirit—she made him at once wary and cynically amused. She was standing over her son, who sat with his head hanging down, subdued, before her. Her closest acolyte and advisor, Sibias, sat nearby with his arms folded, observing her with blatant admiration. The sentry coughed lightly, unable to muster the courage to announce their presence in any other way. Mehtap turned toward the door and the sentry made a hasty exit, leaving Amshazar to find his own way in.

When she saw Amshazar enter the room, she threw the goblet in her hand onto the table, where it crashed and spilled a dark pool of blood-red wine across the white marble. A servant darted out from the shadows at the room's edge to silently remove the debris.

"Ah, Hanrah, your friend the interloper has arrived." She cast a disdainful look at Amshazar. Her hands went to her hips, her hair flying out in a heavy surge of rich umber, touched only occasionally with fine lines of white. Her features belied her age. She was a handsome woman with amber eyes, kept beautiful and decadent by her indulgences, yet tainted—in Amshazar's eyes—by her vindictive nature and her lust for power, both of which were so hideously apparent in her expression.

"I suppose as his intimate," she spat the word in Amshazar's direction, "you must speak on behalf of my son, who seems quite unable to speak for himself." She glanced with distaste at the hunched figure before her. "Tell us if you will, Amshazar, why my son debauches himself with the celibate slaves we have prepared to serve his future wife?"

Her harsh laugh echoed around the elaborate outer meeting room of her extensive chambers, a room decorated with exquisite painted screens imported from the far-east, and ornaments studded with precious gems and painted with gold-leaf.
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