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Dedication

To women warriors, wherever, whatever, and whoever they battle. And 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.
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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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In the private receiving chamber, I knelt before the king I hadn't seen in over two years, an ache in my knees and groin and back that four hours ahorse had burned into my muscle; and delivered the news of victorious battle I'd been dispatched to bring. When I finished, the sovereign master of Qarth and Kellindahr leaned back his tawny, lion-maned head to regard me with heavy-lidded eyes.

I couldn't believe the luck of having caught Orix awake so late. He'd always been one to turn in early. Soft, his father used to say. I knew it for his love of bed play. My throat tightened with pleasure at the thought and I had to swallow, hard, to force it away. That we were alone amazed me even more. But war has a way of loosening rules, even in Qarth.

A wartime's ransom of jewels glittered on his hands as he reached for a bowl of golden Kellindahrii apples beside him. He bit into one and chewed.

I waited until the apple reached his smiling mouth again, and then I rose, moved to kneel between his outstretched legs, and closed my callused hand around his be-ringed one to bring the fruit to my own lips. Meeting his gaze, I bit into the same place his teeth had torn and wiped my mouth with the back of a dusty hand.

Orix laughed. "Ah, Raik. You've not changed a whit." He ran his gaze over me, then frowned and moved a candlestick closer to peer at me. "Your leathers are ripped." He traced the slash a scrim saber had made the night before. The blue gaze bored into mine. "Were you hurt?"

Despite my protest to the contrary, he insisted on making sure of my health and untied the bindings of my doublet. Beneath the black leather lay a now sweat-soaked blouse of emerald Qarthian silk, the same color as his standard, which my youngest brother had borne into battle the night before. The silk had been the king's gift the year before on my birthday: green that matched my eyes. His color marked me as Orix's as much as my clan's cheek tattoo. The overlapping petals of the flowering Ddumach ivy tangled itself around a diadem, the symbol for Hellesbor, clan name of my sovereign.

"The leather's ruined, Lord. So's the silk."

"No matter." His gaze still held mine. He jerked loose the ties at my throat as if he meant to strip me naked.

I shivered despite the summer's heat.

He was close enough for me to feel the moist heat of his breath, inhale the clean maleness of his scent. He'd bathed, his blond hair, still dark with water, curled at the edges as it dried.

He released me. "You weren't hurt."

"As I said, sire." I sat and folded my legs, leaning back against his throne as I re-laced my shirt. "Disappointed?"

"Immensely." He ruffled my hair. "I'd thought to decorate you."

"For what? Foolishness?" I looked at him over my shoulder. "I got that slice chasing down what turned out to be one of our own men." I bit into the fruit again and held it up for him.

His eyes twinkled. "I've missed you, you rogue. The palace isn't the same without you. It feels empty, all the time." He took a second bite and spoke around a mouthful. "No matter how much I involve myself in my work. Or my wife."

I turned my head to hide my smile. Not proper to gloat.

"Hungry, Vhalgenn?"

My heart warmed at the childhood title: Vhalgenn—the Chosen One. It was the custom in Qarth to give a child of the opposite sex to the sovereign's firstborn to be playmate, companion, and bed warmer. To prevent the sowing of seed in the wrong field, the Vhalgenn was made incapable of bearing or fathering a babe early on. We Vhalgenns weren't meant to fall in love with the ones we served, though our history bursts with tales of...

"I said, are you hungry?"

"Starving."

"Cyrus sent for food as soon as he spotted your horse. He had bath water heated, too."

"Blessings on his house forever." I made the X sign of our god. "I swear, Orix, I've never been this dirty this long. Remind me to kiss him when I'm clean enough for fit company."

"And I suppose I'm not fit?" He stood and held down a hand. "Come on, you rogue. You can eat after you bathe."

I let him take me where he chose, too tired and too trusting to question or resist. No other man could so easily direct me. Few would try.

In what had once been my own room, he stripped off my torn doublet and shirt and bit into his lip when he saw the multitude of bruises. He brushed his fingertips across blue marks on my left shoulder and arm.

I turned away to hide the effect his touch had on me. "War is hell."

I kicked off my boots and dropped my pants before stepping into the copper tub. The steaming water rose around me as I slid down and let it cover my head. I sat up and scrubbed my face, then splashed water through my short hair.

Black and tight with curls, it was nothing like my sovereign's wheat colored mane. His fell around his face and onto his shoulders in a splendor of barbaric waves. He might have been an animal, some beast half-tamed, still unruly. His shirt lay open at the throat, with unnumbered ropes of gold gleaming against the curly blond hair of his chest. It was a king's way, wearing gold and jewels in wartime. It might prove to be all a man had if... I shook my head to clear it. This was not the way to think.

He stooped beside the tub and trailed his fingers through the water. "What's wrong?"

I forced a smile. "Tired." I picked up the soap, reached for the back brush, and punished my skin with its scratchy bristles while he talked.

He told me about his wife, Dahr of Kellindahr, She-Whom-I-Hated-With-All-My-Soul and described the help her people had sent in recent days. We'd seen little of their help at the front and I told him.

"I know, Raik." He looked somber. "I wanted it that way. I didn't want her people, my people now, to think I'd married her for the military advantage we'd gain."
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