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Chapter One
Sira
 
The high priest of the Gretolian High Temple shakes his head at me. “We only take virgins,” he looks me up and down over his broad nose, “from among our own people.”
So, this is it? Five hundred miles of running, only to have my hopes torn apart and gurgled down a temple drain. I clutch at my dress and sink to my knees, my throat clamping around a ball of tears. What is the use of escaping Bane if there is no place I can go?
I press my hands together. “Please, sir, is there no way to make an exception? I have nowhere else to go.” Tremors run through my whole body. This can’t be the end of the line for me. I’ve come too far, run too hard for everything to stop here.
His nose wrinkles, and his distaste presses against me like a physical push. I can’t blame him. My feet are bleeding, and my ripped gray dress is missing a sleeve. Except for an occasional birdbath from an animal trough, I haven’t bathed for a week, and my skin is peeling from the constant sun in this country. Before coming before the priest, I braided my long black hair and tied it with a vine to keep it under some semblance of control, but dirty whisps have broken free to fall over my face.
His back stiffens. “There is no place here for you. Begone.”
I thought I had broken free, but the mad woman’s voice in my mind says I’ll never be free of him. A dog barks in the distance, and I flinch. Is it one of the warlord’s hounds, hot on my trail? I’ve seen his search party in the distance several times over the past three weeks. There’s no mistaking his giant black horse and the red banners on his soldier’s lances, even from a dozen miles away. Each sighting lit fires of internal terror, lashing me to run further and faster. But not even crossing the border into a powerful nation has slowed Bane. Nothing is going to stop him from taking back what belongs to him. Tears burn up the back of my nose.
I kneel on the path of white pebbles, frozen with shock. My only goal has been to reach a Gretolian temple, and now I have been denied sanctuary, I don’t know what to do. There is no backup plan. No cave, village, or city can hide me from the warlord’s wrath. It’s not affection that drives him to find me. No. By escaping, I’ve bruised his ego, and more than that, aroused his hunting instincts.
But I will not go back to the living hell of his clutches.
I rise and dust off my knees. “Then the grave is all that is left to me.”
“That seems rather extreme.”
I jump at the sound of the beautifully modulated male voice behind me. I spin, almost knocking the nose of a chestnut horse that snorts at me. A flash of alarm spikes through my veins, but the cluster of riders are not Bane’s men, and aside from some mild curiosity, my sense of their auras tells me they mean no harm. These men all wear plain black cloaks, yet I can see the tips of sword sheaths and hints of chainmail underneath. A nobleman’s party or merchant guard?
An unusual gold fleck sparkles under the speaker’s hood as he watches me while I step out of their way and kneel beside the path. As I bow over my knees, a stir of warm air brushes across me, which feels like a trace of magic, but it’s gone before I can be sure.
“Welcome, noble guests.” The priest steps forward and bows his head over his flattened palms. “Will you come inside and be refreshed?”
I grit my teeth. Gretolian citizens are welcome, and these travelers warmly embraced. The world shuns only me.
“In a moment.”
I hope the lead rider speaks more so that I can hear that heavenly voice. Perhaps he is a public speaker or storyteller who has trained his voice to perfection. The glances I sneak show healthy horses and quality leather riding gear. The fitted high boots of the riders are uncracked and well-polished. It’s clearly a wealthy riding party.
Even if this lord invited me to be his plaything, I can’t accept since Bane will take out his anger on anyone who gives me shelter, resulting in bloody destruction. I’ve seen it before. I shudder. Only the well-guarded temples, under royal protection and with their holy magic, have any chance of keeping him at bay.
The horse legs in my vision stamp restlessly as the man with the voice of an angel speaks again. “Woman, you seem to have journeyed a difficult road. Wouldn’t it be a waste to give up now?”
I have no idea what the correct address is for a man of his rank, but it will matter little in an hour.
“Milord, there is no choice left to me now.” Better to end it all than let Bane catch and torture me. Then perhaps I can be at peace with my husband and village kin and the women Bane sent ahead to the afterlife.
My stomach clenches. No, perhaps I don’t want to face some of them in death just yet. The man’s aura sharpens on me, and the silence stretches. Again, I feel the brush of magic, soft as a cat’s whiskers across my cheek, but I can’t be sure who it belongs to.
The nobleman clicks his tongue, tightening the rein as his horse stretches out its neck. “You seem to me to be made of sterner material. If you seek to offer your body, may I make a suggestion?”
I tense. Here it comes, his offer to join his household. “I will listen, noble lord.”
“Why don’t you apply for the royal harem? I hear it is a safe and comfortable place and perhaps will offer what you seek.”
I bow my head to hide my silent laugh, so the nobleman doesn’t think I am mocking him. Me, Sira Fisher, a tainted woman with blood on her hands, scars on her body, and unspeakable horrors in her heart, fit for a king’s chamber?
I run my tongue around my parched mouth. “Perhaps milord did not hear the honorable priest’s rejection of me. I am not suitable for a royal offering.” To be precise, I’m a widow who is far from having her maidenly innocence, but I don’t fancy admitting to that fact in front of a dozen men.
There’s a smile in his unmistakable voice. “A king has different needs than priests. Experience might serve you well. As for being foreign, people say he quite fancies exotics.”
Heat burns across my cheeks as I realize he heard every reason the priest rejected me. As embarrassing as this situation is, the warmth in my cheeks tells me that not all my dignity turned to ash in the mountains of Trik. The idea tugs my lips upward. If I can still blush, does that mean there might be fragments left of the woman who was once a wife and daughter, who loved to dance and watch the fishing boats set out in the orange glow of the setting sun?
This nobleman says the king fancies exotic women. I can hardly claim to be exotic, having crossed only one border, but if he just means the word as foreign, then perhaps I fit. But would a king take someone into his bed who is not a virgin? A royal harem would be the most secluded, guarded place in the heart of the palace, far out of Bane’s reach. Maybe this man is having a jest, planning to send a dirty waif to the king’s door as an insult. Whatever his reasons, I can’t seem to stuff that tiny bloom of hope back into the crevices of my stone heart. My right hand moves instinctively to cover the scar circling my left wrist. Hope is a luxury of no value to escaped slaves.
I lick my dry lips. “What kind of man is the king of Gretolia?”
He chuckles, and the sound washes over me like a spring of fresh water bubbling out of the ground. “That I cannot speak to, but I can assure you his women are well cared for.”
I risk meeting his gaze. Even under the shadow of his hood, the man’s eyes glow as gold as the setting sun. His thin lips curve in a kind smile, highlighting a smooth, sharp jawline.
“Think it over. If you decide your life is worth more than your hardships, follow the highway beyond you another hundred miles.” He turns and murmurs something to one of his companions.
My gaze drops as the nobleman toes his horse forward.
His voice floats back on the breeze over the clatter of hooves. “Remember, there’s always a better choice in life.”
I clench my teeth to keep a bitter reply locked away. That’s easy for him to say when he was born in wealth and privilege and lives surrounded by burly men with hands hovering near their swords.
Dark-brown furry horse legs ending in black hooves stop before me, crunching on the pristine pebbles of the temple path. Two silver coins drop into the dirt, raising a puff of dust over my knees as a gruff voice sounds overhead. “If you seek the harem, apply at the Gate of Wool at the royal palace in Berenhein. If they turn you away, give them the word jago.”
The man leaves me kneeling in the dirt with my dilemma. He didn’t say the coins must be used for getting to the palace, so it seems I’m still a free woman. I reach for the money and brush the dirt off, holding their shiny surfaces to the sunlight. I’ve never held such valuable coins in my hands. Quickly, I slip them inside my dress and look around to see if other eyes are on me. The priest is busy escorting the riders to the inner temple, and only novices are nearby, weeding the gardens and raking the gravel paths. Their curious glances fix on the party of nobles riding into the temple courtyard.
My breath catches as I heave my weary body upright, my muscles spasming from kneeling too long. The gleaming white domes of the temple tower over me, seeming like eyeballs glaring through the strong fog of the divine magics that protect the grounds. To most people, the power would be invisible and unfelt, but not to me. This intuition of mine is faint and hasn’t ever been useful. Instead, it has proven to be a curse because it comes with the ability to sense people’s intentions, and when the warlord turns his focus on me, it burns with ill will. I brush my arms down, banishing a shiver.
Turning my back, I follow the path out the gate and into the town. The highway runs straight through from east to west, and I hesitate at the junction. West takes me back to Bane and the cold mountains of Trik. Somewhere beyond that is the Sea of Yanheart, where I grew up and where my family was slaughtered.
East takes me to the unknown.
A low-flying bird swoops past me, and I cover my head. It shrieks and jerks to the right, catching a moth midair before zooming east. I shake my head. An omen, but whether for life or death, I can’t tell. I turn my face east and follow the highway.
The royal city of Berenhein is in the heart of Gretolia, which means that much further from Bane’s domain. In the capital, I might hear rumors of the king. I can change my mind at some point in the city if I hear only evil of him.
I check that the silver coins are tucked securely in the folds of my dress and begin walking. Before I go anywhere, I need to find food. I think it’s been two days since I ate anything more than grass seeds and wild berries, and my stomach is tying itself in knots.




Chapter Two
Sira
 
I shade my eyes as I crest the hill. The city of Berenhein spreads across a vast plain, bordered on one side by a wide river. Barges float along the watercourse, their triangle sails the size of a piece of bread from this distance. At the far end of the city, the royal palace of the king of Gretolia rises on a natural land steppe, backed by a range of hills not quite tall enough to be mountains. The white walls of the royal citadel glow in the sunlight.
It’s taken me a little over three days to walk here, pushing the pace because I’m sure there are eyes on me. I feel it like a prickle in the back of my neck – a faint brush as someone focuses on me. Bane might have sent a scout, though any man he sent would have overpowered me and dragged me back by now. The day I met the nobleman at the temple, I spent one of my precious coins on sandals and a better dress to look less like a runaway slave. Since then, I’ve kept near groups of travelers on the road to stand out less. My body feels limper than cooked spinach, but at least wearing shoes means my feet aren’t bleeding anymore.
A noise sounds behind me, and I jump, but it’s only a royal messenger headed to the capital, his purple flag snapping in the wind as he canters past on a spotted gray horse. I’ve seen dozens of them heading east and west since the day after I crossed the border, carrying the mail of the nobility and official documents of governance. I cover my heart to still its premature overbeating. I haven’t seen signs of Bane since before the temple. Maybe I’ve given him the slip.
I walk in the same direction as the messenger, following the wide road running downhill into the plain. Farmland borders the road, and the closer I get to the city, the busier the traffic grows as merchants and farmers take their wares into the city. A wagon creaks past me, the donkey’s furry ears twitching as it scents water, and another cart full of clucking chickens rattles by, the driver muttering curses about being late. His teenage lad, perched on the board at the back, eyes me up and down, and whistles lewdly. I turn my face away.
Just outside the city is a huge swath of military land. A spiked wooden fence surrounds the soldiers’ camp, with signs hanging every six feet, and although I can’t read the words, the image of death at the bottom is universal. Beyond the fence, sweating men practice archery and staff fighting. The loud thump of arrows on wood makes me clench up, so I bow my head and walk faster. Despite my nerves, my steps feel lighter knowing that Bane would have to ride past these hundreds, no thousands, of military men. The idea of belonging to the man who commands these soldiers is becoming more attractive.
As I approach the city, the royal palace draws my gaze. It crowns Berenhein like a white headdress, the solid wall towering above the city. It sure looks impregnable, with high battlements swarming with guards. Although I should look for somewhere to sleep the night, my feet draw me ever closer for a better look. I weave in and out of markets bursting with the scents of animals, earthy leather, and baking bread, never entirely losing sight of the white beacon ahead.
Three sides of the palace are accessible to the city. It takes me an hour to cover the distance and scout the three separate gates. The one facing the city proper is closed and guarded, the heavy wooden panels inlaid with gold, clearly an entrance that only opens for the king and those of noble birth. By contrast, the gate closest to the river is plain, and the massive wooden panels are unfurled to admit the wagons of supplies. A wagon filled with bleating sheep rattles past me, and a quiver runs through me at the irony that if I choose to go inside, I’ll be passing through a place that only reminds me of Bane and the constant stench of lanolin and beer in his bedroom.
Shaking my head, I turn back into the city proper and search for a vendor who will sell me a fish pastry at a reasonable price for a late lunch. Inside the low-walled courtyard of an inn, I find a spot of shade to crouch in while I listen for gossip. Travelers and city workers stream through to order meals and eat outdoors on wooden benches under pepper trees. The further east I’ve come, the more I’ve been able to pick the locals. They have a definite trend to pale hair color as if bleached by too much sun, although their skin seems to resist tanning.
A cool breeze rustles through my hair as I take a bite of the steaming pie. It’s too hot, so I open my mouth and breathe fast to cool it and break the rest in two to let the steam out. The soft fish has a delicate flavor I’ve never had before, paired with tiny carrot and potato pieces in a creamy sauce. A soft appreciative moan escapes me. Gretolia is growing on me. As I chew, I cock my head to listen to the chatter of the others.
For once in my life, luck seems to be on my side. Within half an hour, a group of men strike up a conversation. From the look of their neat military uniforms, I’d guess they are off-duty royal guards.
One blond man rests his hand on his companion’s shoulder. “I forgot to tell you! Last night I was delivering a message, and I saw one of the royal women pass by.”
“Yeah? How was she?”
The guard lifts one shoulder. “Can’t see much through the veils, but her body was fine! A servant told me she’s one of the king’s favorites called Kiara.”
“How many concubines do you think he has?” asks a man with short brown hair and shoulders broad enough to block a doorway. “They’re said to be the most beautiful women in the world.”
A second guard, with a scar across one cheek, grunts. “My brother is a Royal Knight. He says there are twenty-five women.”
“Don’t forget the men, though,” a third guard with hair as pale as butter adds with a chuckle.
The first guard shakes his head. “Never seen one. Are they femme-boys?”
The pale-haired man shakes his head. “Their faces are veiled, but I’ve seen them crossing the courtyard in the evenings. They look like warriors.” He slaps his friend’s back. “Their bodies would put yours to shame.”
“They are warriors. Don’t you remember the captain the king took into his harem?”
The others nod as if it’s a well-known story.
“Is it true they don’t go alone?”
“Yeah, his majesty summons several at a time, every single night.”
The first man whistles softly. “What does he do with them? Is he a god in the sack?”
“Wouldn’t we all like to know?” A fourth man says with a sly grin.
He’s promptly smacked across the head by the scarred man. “Watch your tongue, and all of you, lower your voices.” He looks over his shoulder. “Do you want a visit from the hunter?” They all shudder and glance around.
I pretend licking the crumbs of pastry off my fingers is the most critical job in the world and ease myself to sit down cross-legged.
The nervous guard finishes his check for danger and turns back. “Have some respect.”
The warning sinks in because each man quiets and shifts his focus to his beer and their conversation moves to talk of wars in far-off places. My gaze slides upward to where the high points of the palace guard towers are visible over the city roofs. It sounds as if the king likes to mix it up, which isn’t unheard of for royals. All kings have harems, being mighty men with large appetites. But with over two dozen women and more males on top of that number, even if the king summons two or three a night, it would take three weeks for him to see them all. It sounds like he has favorites too. Life for a concubine might be quiet if she kept her head down and didn’t bother the other women or draw too much attention.
My sixth sense tingles in warning. There’s movement near the gate. A man leans against the outside wall, watching the crowd in the street with one casual hand rubbing at his red-brown beard. Although his eyes don’t come my way, I feel his focus shift to me with a terrifying intensity. My throat jams up, and a cold chill runs down my spine. Without a second’s hesitation, I jump up and slip inside the inn, catching a scolding from a maid within who mistakes me for a thieving beggar. Well, the beggar part isn’t far off.
My heart pounds a jagged alarm call as I run out the back door and weave myself into the crowds of citizens filling the roads. I run and dodge, crossing the city before I slow down and catch my breathing in an alley, having nowhere better to go. The evening shadows are long, the golden orange rays of the setting sun bathing the buildings in a honey glow.
“Are ye lookin’ for company?” a slurred voice asks behind me.
I nearly leave my soul behind as I jump and spin, but the man isn’t familiar. He sweeps me up and down with a knowing look. Swallowing hard, I cross an arm over my body.
“No.”
His hand swirls in his pocket, jingling some coins together in a wordless offer. I shake my head and back away.
“Pity.” He shrugs one shoulder and turns away.
I slump against the wall and lean my hands on trembling knees. I want to stop looking over my shoulder and running, but maybe people like me never get that kind of peace. Tears sting in the back of my throat, but I choke them down. I probably should call out and accept the man’s offer since it might give me a place to sleep for the night. But the idea of a drunk’s rough hands on me right now has my skin crawling. What kind of person gets sloshed before nightfall?
Selling my body here in the royal city doesn’t seem right with the choice I’m considering. Again, my gaze slides to the bright palace walls which now glow a peach color in the setting sun. Exactly what lies within those gleaming walls? Is it any better than what I’ve escaped?
If I could be sure the king wasn’t a cruel man, the temptation would be overwhelming since inside those palace walls might be the safest place in the world for me. But I need more information, and information requires action. I clench my fists.
I spend the rest of the evening lurking in the shadows of beerhouses, listening for gossip as I dodge wandering hands. If I can believe the lyrics to be accurate, one of the rowdy drinking songs tells me King Jasper, first of his name, defeated his fifteen brothers in a bloody battle for the throne over the past six years. Nothing much else of interest is said, leaving me feeling empty and headachy. The only thing I know for sure, having witnessed it since I first crossed the border, is that Gretolia is a powerful nation. The country also appears to be doing well after years of civil war. But I don’t like the sound of a man who killed fifteen of his blood kin.
I turn away from a drinking house in the dark middle of the night, feeling exhaustion and cold seeping into my bones.
“Aye, what’s that?”
I freeze at the sound of voices. Two men walk past on the road, talking with the light-hearted but slurred tones men have after seeing the bottom of several mugs. I press myself into a shadowed doorway.
“Your son has magic? That’s amazing. He’ll be like our great witch king himself.”
“Fool, no one has magic like his majesty!” There’s a happy note in the second man’s voice.
They pass by, and I let out a shaky breath. So, the king is a shaman. I press my hands together in my dress. Although I can’t use magic, I can sense it, which is not a particularly useful gift, except that it comes with the odd side effect of sensing if people bear me ill will. If I stood in the king’s presence, would I know if he was an evil man? I’m sure I would, since I knew Bane was wicked the moment I laid eyes on him.
I find a hole in the side of a crumbling warehouse near the docks and wedge myself between a crate and the wall. A shuffling noise wakes me from a light doze sometime later. Tiny traces of moonlight reveal a human form squeezing in through the same hole. I hold my breath.
“Who’s there?” The stranger’s voice is broken and wheezy with age. The shadow swings back and forth as if he can smell me.
“Someone traveling through. I’ll be gone by morning.”
He swings to face my direction. After a minute, he grunts. “You’d better.” His footsteps shuffle away to the other end of the building.
Cold air seeps through the wooden boards of the building, and I shiver. Still, it’s warmer than the unforgiving peaks of the Trik Mountains. Despite being in the middle of winter, the lower ground of Gretolia has been bathed in sunshine for weeks. Knowing better than to waste heat on extremities, I wrap my hands around myself in a tight hug and close my eyes. Even if the beggar comes looking for me, it won’t be worse than the touch of the man hunting me.




Chapter Three
Sira
 
My half-dreams are filled with Bane’s face leering at me from the shadows, his calloused hands reaching for me. I wake in fits and starts, hoping for dawn but knowing it won’t bring me peace. Finally, the sound of footsteps and creaking doors of the city’s early risers filters into my ears, and I shake off the sleep fog.
I brace against the crate and pull my cold, aching body upright. The rough grain of the container grabs at my dress as if to keep me captive. I tug it free carefully, not wanting to rip the new cotton. Slivers of pale-blue light shining through wall cracks reveal a living lump, the beggar, sleeping in the other corner of the building, closest to the hole in the wall. I tiptoe across the packed-earth floor. The beggar shifts, and I freeze. Solid leather boots hang out the end of his long woolen cloak, which is clean and has no tears in it. I squeeze my fists together as I circle from his feet to his head.
Nausea flushes me from head to toe as I recognize the trimmed red-brown beard of the man who was tailing me at the inn yesterday. Backing away, I turn and flee for the exit, crawling through the hole, heedless of the sharp points that tear at my dress. As I pull free, I hear a low voice swear inside the building. Panic poisons my veins. I jump up and run as if the dogs of hell are behind me. How did he find me last night, and how long has he been tailing me? I knew I had felt eyes on me for the previous few days!
He doesn’t look like any of Bane’s soldiers, but the warlord could have hired a local man who would blend in. My heart hammers against my chest as I put as many buildings and alleys between the warehouse and me as I can. My breath screeches through my throat, tearing and scratching as I run until my legs cramp.
I’m so sick of running! Suddenly, sharp pain blooms below my ribs, and I stumble, tears pricking my eyes. Breath wheezing, I slow, knowing a running woman will be easier to spot in the sparse morning traffic. All I’ve done is run and look over my shoulder for weeks. Not even being in the capital city of Gretolia has changed that.
The morning sun reflects off the white palace, blinding me. Those high walls shine the same as the lighthouse at Old Man’s Bluff. I only saw it once, but the tall tower stuck in my child’s memory. Is the palace my lighthouse, or do the glowing walls warn me of danger?
A jagged stone pricks the edge of my toes, and I scoop it up. It’s a broken piece of roof tile, sharp as a knife. I press the edge of my thumb against the razor edge over and over as I walk, edging ever closer to the gleaming palace. If I nick the right places, I will only take a few minutes to bleed out—and I know the right places.
I drag chilled air into my lungs and suck my lip into my mouth. Have I not suffered enough? If Bane is on my trail already, then the game is over. My eyes flick once more to the palace walls.
A rooster crows somewhere in the distance, pricking my conscious with its song to welcome a new day of life. Those who are dead don’t hear the rooster’s morning call. My fingers twitch at my sides as I count the dead strewn in the wake of my bitter life. When I get to thirty, I stop counting. Of all Bane’s miserable women, only I escaped alive. A ghost of a voice asks me what the nameless woman would do if I faced her in the afterlife, having survived till now when she didn’t. I shudder and wrap my arms around myself. No, I don’t want to think about her. Instead, I wonder what Beth and Josa would tell me to do. I can picture their soulless eyes boring into me, asking why I would throw away my chance at freedom. It’s the same question the man with the gold eyes asked.
I jerk to a halt as a thought strikes me. Assuming I’m even accepted if I choose the harem and the king turns out to be a man like Bane, what’s stopping me from ending it all then? Women have silks and knives and water. That’s if I don’t have to fight for a place among the women. Bane enjoyed watching a good catfight, and sometimes they turned more vicious. I shake my head to send off memories I don’t want to think about.
After glancing behind me, I walk forward, pulled by an invisible force toward the palace. I can’t bear to live looking over my shoulder anymore, and if there’s one place I might be safe, it’s at the heart of the home of the country’s powerful mage king. I toss the sharp piece of shale onto a pile of rubble in an alleyway.
I finger comb my hair and stop by one of the city wells to wash my face and hands, though it helps little when the dirt is ingrained from weeks of travel that have left my skin scratched and cracking. My nails are jagged, and my toe still bleeds from the shale’s cut, so there can’t be a less presentable woman in the history of the worlds who asked to join a king’s court. Yet, that’s what I’m about to do.
With the decision made, my steps are lighter.
The palace grows bigger as I approach the merchants’ gate. I’m glad to find them open this early in the day, and there are no crowds yet. I glance up at the wooden gates as thick as a wine barrel and three times taller than me. My palms sweat, and I scrub them against my dress as guards block my path.
“State your business.” The first man’s eyes narrow at me, his gruff tone indicating no business in a royal palace could ever involve me.
I clear my scratched throat. “I’ve come to apply for the king’s harem.”
The second guard laughs. “It’s not a handout for beggars. Be off with you!”
I stand my ground. I expected no less. “Jago.” It’s the word I’ve rolled around in my mouth for four days so I wouldn’t forget it.
“What?” His bare sword points my way. “Be off, I said.”
My heart clenches. So, it was a cruel joke, after all. Of course the king doesn’t take in commoners. Concubines are noblewomen and great beauties sent as gifts from foreign dignitaries.
As I turn away, a guard talking with someone in the gatehouse steps forward, eying me closely. A purple braid dangles from his shoulder.
“What was that word, woman?”
I lick my cracked lips. “I was told to apply at the Merchant Gate to join the king’s harem and give the word jago.”
He nods and turns to the guards. “Send for the seneschal.”
The guard who laughed at me protests, but the senior’s hand goes to his sword hilt, and the man blanches.
The guard who seems to have pulled rank beckons me forward. “Enter.”
We step through the gate tunnel and into an open area teeming with people, animals, and freight. The guard points out a spot beside the gatehouse. “Wait here, and someone will come for you.”
I turn to face the open gate. Beyond the guards’ shoulders, the road slopes down to the docks. The traffic fades away, clearing the way to tempt me with one last mad dash for freedom. A dash to where and with whom?
I turn my back on the open pathway, closing my eyes against the tremors in my stomach. I wait so long in the wall’s shadow that my nerve nearly gives out, but I remind myself that good things are worth waiting for. I sink onto the ground and rest my head against the oversized stone bricks.
“You are the woman seeking the king’s harem?”
I jolt, eyes snapping open to find a much older man towering over me, dressed in a uniform dazzling with gold braid.
“Yes.”
He looks me up and down and nods curtly. “I am his majesty’s seneschal. Come with me.”
I spring to my feet, unable to read a thing on his impassive face. Leaving the noisy courtyard behind, we cross through a hall and a grassy terrace into a higher level of the palace. Everywhere we go, there are rows and rows of soldiers on duty. One of the knots of tension in my belly eases out. There are more guards on duty here than Bane could raise from all the villages under his control. The deeper we penetrate the palace, the less I look over my shoulder.
As we walk, the seneschal tells me things about the palace in clipped sentences. I have to lengthen my stride to keep up with him as he walks and talks. As chief of his majesty’s personal affairs, the seneschal is a steward, the head of royal domestic matters. He doesn’t offer his name, and I don’t ask. From the elegant way he speaks, I guess he was born a noble.
We enter a giant courtyard with a multi-colored mosaicked floor, and he stops so suddenly I bump into him. Ignoring my apologies, he points to a red wall across the courtyard.
“There lies the royal harem. To gain entry, you will be granted one audience in his majesty’s chambers. You will need to perform to attract his attention, and if he calls you to his bed, you will become one of his concubines. From that day forward, you will live in the harem, only leaving if the king calls for you.”
He pauses to watch my reaction.
I lock my hands together behind my back as I stare at the high red wall with its well-guarded gate. Four guards are on duty, wearing the same purple braid as the senior officer at the Merchant Gate.
The seneschal clears his throat. “The king’s women are afforded the best food and care of any person in the land, and they each have their own room in the compound. There are baths, every kind of beauty and relaxation treatment, and leisure activities.” He turns to face me. “At this time, there are no royal consorts, so do not enter with the hope of becoming one.”
“A consort is a wife?”
“Yes.”
I bow my head. “I do not have such delusions of grandeur, milord.” I run my tongue around my dry mouth. “Am I permitted to ask a question?”
The faintest trace of a frown drags on his lips. “Ask.”
“I’ve heard the harem contains the most beautiful ladies in the world. As minister of His  Majesty’s household, you must know his tastes. Is there any point a woman such as me seeking entrance?” I tense against his answer. Having come this far, the tiny sprout of hope within has grown bigger than I care to admit.
He lifts my chin to meet his gaze, his fingers firm but not unkind. “It is true his majesty has beautiful women and men, but beauty is not all he seeks. Have you heard any rumors of the king’s bed habits?”
I roll my bottom lip between my teeth and look away, wondering if it’s disrespectful to mention what I’ve heard.
The seneschal squeezes my chin, his watery green eyes boring into me. “Well?”
“I’ve heard he summons more than one at a time,” I whisper.
He nods, dropping my face. “Then you have heard correctly. A great man has great needs. It is not only beauty that is important but also the nature and stamina of the concubine.”
I’m burning to ask exactly what he means and what would be expected of me, but there is a line here somewhere that I shouldn’t cross.
“More questions?”
I swallow hard. “Is the king a cruel man?”
His gaze narrows. “Have a little more sense how you speak of royalty.”
I wince as I bow my head. Looks like I found the line. “Forgive me. I am unaccustomed to speaking in the presence of nobility.”
The seneschal sighs and rubs the back of his neck. “Then learn fast. To his enemies, King Jasper is a devouring lightning bolt from the heavens. To his courtiers, he is hard but fair, ruling with great wisdom and order. I cannot speak of what transpires within the confines of his bed because I am not there, and I would not speak if I knew. However, if I understand the nature of your inquiry, the concubines who return carry no great marks on their body, except for being weary.”
It’s a half answer, but there’s hope in his description. Great pain can be inflicted without leaving visible wounds or any wounds at all, but in my experience, a cruel man likes to see the work of his hands for as long as possible. To me, the king of Gretolia sounds more like a nymph with little personal investment in his concubines. Giving up my body doesn’t bother me since it hasn’t been my own for so long anyway. I’ll gladly trade the last fragments of my dignity if it means being safe from Bane.
I glance at the alert guards and impregnable walls of the harem, an ideal place to lose myself among many faces, so long as I can make the entrance bar in the first place.
The seneschal is watching me closely, his lips pursed. “Do you still wish to proceed?”
I nod. If it’s stamina I need, I have that in buckets. Bane always said I was a tough one to crack, and I’ve just walked and run, six hundred miles or more, to reach this dazzling white haven.
“Let me hear you say the words.”
I plant my sandals firmly on the elegant marble tiles and straighten my back. I’m doing this. “I wish to join His Majesty King Jasper’s harem.”
“Your name?”
“Sira. Sira Fisher.”
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-two, my lord.”
He nods. “Follow me, Sira.”
To my surprise, he turns around and takes me back to a lower level. “You will stay with the palace maids until our physician has confirmed you are healthy and childless and until you are prepared to stand before royalty.” His sidelong glance at my chipped hands tells me he means until I get properly clean. “Touch no man, for if you are caught alone in a man’s presence, you will be dismissed immediately.”
“I understand.”
He shows me to a low, unassuming building and assigns a stern-looking senior woman to keep an eye on me. I sink down onto the lumpy mattress in my new room and hug my trembling knees. I’ve taken the first step. Now, all that remains is to see if I can please a king.




Chapter Four
Sira
 
I suck in a deep breath as I face the huge wooden doors inlaid with gold and multicolor gems that reflect the flickering torch light. The hum in my nerves grows to the full-blown shriek of a winter sea gale.
This is it. Beyond these beautiful panels lies the chambers of the mage king, Jasper the First, the most powerful man in the land.
For three weeks, I have bathed, dressed my cuts, and treated my hair. Good food in plentiful supply means I’ve eaten better than I have in months, and my bones are less pronounced—a fact the court physician took special note of in his weekly checks. The rest of his attention was humiliating, to put it mildly, from the dozens of personal questions to scrutinizing every inch of my body and the invasive inspection of my female monthlies last week, all of which have given me the seal of approval to face his Majesty tonight.
Three weeks in the palace have taught me that King Jasper is not a man to trifle with. During the years of civil war, he has survived many assassination attempts. Those who oppose his reign don’t live to curse him, and anyone who disrespects him is swiftly punished, which tells me I need to be extremely careful of my manners. Every piece of news has sent me into a frenzy of agonizing over my decision. I even contemplated asking to join the maids instead until I learned that they come and go from the city on numerous tasks. It would only take one trek outside the palace walls for the wrong person to see me and word to spread to the warlord.
The Royal Knights outside the king’s room step close and search my body for weapons. I lock my gaze on a black knot in the woodgrain of the doors, trying to ignore the intrusion of their fingers under my clothes and in my personal space. I’ve had far worse, and now I need to focus on the task ahead.
Inside, I will have one chance to arouse the king’s interest and be invited into his bed, and thus harem. What can I do to catch his eye? I’ve thought about little else in the preceding weeks. All I have is my body, but I cannot approach the bed without being summoned. Singing is not an option since my voice resembles a crow’s after harsh winters in Trik, so all that is left is to dance. Only, it won’t be one of the dances they know here in the palace, which the maids have been happy to teach me.
The more I thought about it over the past two weeks, the more I’ve grown to believe that the man in the next room will have seen it all. Any dance they teach to women here will have been danced a hundred or thousand times in his presence. If I want to stand out, I must do something different, even if that means a commoner’s fishing dance.
The double doors creak open, and the seneschal looks me up and down.
He nods as if I meet his approval this time. “Remember, do not approach the bed until summoned, and do not speak until spoken to. If asked to speak, address him as ‘Your Majesty,’ unless he instructs you otherwise. Once inside, do not leave the room until given permission.”
I bow to show I understand, unsure if the no speaking rule applies here in the threshold.
He tips his head over his shoulder, indicating I should enter. The soft material of my dress, more delicate than I’ve ever worn before, whispers against my legs as I walk through, and my heart pounds louder than the ceremonial drums at an equinox festival. I stop in the middle of the room when the heavy doors thump closed, locking me in the king’s bedroom.
If it is a prison, then it is a beautiful one. Golden mage lights dance in filigree sconces on the walls, and soft music plays. I gulp at the sight of two musicians sitting on stools in the corner of the room, a woman strumming a harp and a man playing the flute.
Nausea squirms through my stomach. I had heard from one of the chatty maids that there might be other people in the room, but to see it confirmed makes my legs feel heavy. I suck my lip in, then quickly release it, remembering where I am. I’m no stranger to shame, and I’ve been in the room when Bane used his women. Perhaps these performers feel even stranger to be here, but they are likely used to the spectacle by now.
This is my last chance at life. If I fail here, there will be nothing left for me and no place to go. I can do this. I draw a deep breath and drop to my knees, facing the bed.
“Lift your veil.”
I twitch as the melodious voice sounds from within the curtains surrounding a bed bigger than I could have imagined. A mental count suggests a dozen people could lie side by side with room to spare. The voice is strangely familiar, but maybe I’ve heard him within the palace without knowing who spoke.
My hands tremble as I fold the gauze over my head so it hangs down my back.
“Rise. If you have something to offer me, do so now.”
Standing, I clench my hands once to shake off the trembling, then strike a dance pose. The music in the room fades until there is only my heartbeat remaining. With a rousing stamp of my foot on the marble floor, I begin the dance villagers use to call fish into their nets before the boats set out.
A tentative flute solo begins to travel in time to my feet. The room fades, and I can hear the cry of gulls and see the twinkle of sunlight on blue water near my hometown as I spin and stamp and arch my body through each passage, growing faster as I race toward the finish. Of course, I don’t have the magic to activate the summoning, but many times I’ve danced alongside the shaman as he worked the magic when I was a teen—when I still had a family and a future.
My blood pounds from the exertion as I end with a twirl and a stamp, the flute trilling with an excited staccato that slowly fades. I stand, hands outstretched in the middle of the open room, waiting to see if my dance has had any impact on the man behind the curtains. The silence stretches so long that the harpist begins to strum softly, and I expect to hear snores any moment.
The curtains shift as if the man within has moved. “Was that a shaman’s dance?”
I lower my arms and kneel, laying my hands in my lap. “Yes, Your Majesty, but there was no magic in my steps.” I wince as the words tumble out. Fool! Of course, the mage king knows what is magic and what is not.
“You are not a shaman?” His voice lilts like a heaven’s gifted musical instrument all on its own.
I bow my head. “No, Your Majesty. I was tested with the other children in the village when I was twelve. I possess no magic, as I’m sure you can see.” When the silence stretches again, I find myself wishing for him to speak just so I can hear that voice again. He must be an excellent speechmaker, with such a clear tone and elegant pronunciation.
“Can you perform the dance again?”
A thrill runs through me. Did I catch his attention? “Yes, Your Majesty!”
“Good. Begin.”
I rise and stretch out my trembling legs before striking the opening pose. This time, the flutist keeps pace with me right from the first step, and the harpist joins after the first dozen steps. They really are talented musicians, but I would expect nothing less from artists who serve a king.
As I lift my foot, a tendril of purple light rises from the floor. My breath catches. I twirl, and a second strand rises, twisting to imitate the movements of my body. A network of magic grows as I spin and stamp, forming the shapes of the summoning runes. The threads are thick and shimmer as if dusted with powdered sunlight, far more potent than any I’ve seen the village shamans raise.
With each closed loop of the dance, the lacework of magic rises higher until it glimmers around my waist. I feel a radiating warmth, but it doesn’t burn, even when my bare hands brush through the strands. They exist, yet I pass straight through them as if they part to receive me. It’s glorious in every way, and I grin as I trail my fingers through the beautiful magic. The room fades again until I’m dancing by the seaside, my body tingling with fresh energy and strength like I’ve never felt before. So, this is a king’s power!
“Halt!”
The king’s command rings through the room, startling me to a jagged stop.
“Any more, and we will summon the poor koi from the ponds in the garden.”
I flush as I realize that the magic has told him what kind of dance I performed. What was I thinking, doing a commoner’s fishing dance for the mightiest ruler on the continent? An uncontrollable tremor runs through me.
“Your name?”
My lungs squeeze with a painful ache as I whisper, “Sira, Your Majesty.” I brace, preparing to hear him tell me to leave. Try as I might, I can’t read the intentions of his aura from across the room.
“Approach the bed, Sira.”
Relief washes through me like a cool wind, followed by tingling nerves as I step forward. The king has summoned me!
When I’m three feet from the curtain, he tells me to stop. A light inside outlines his profile as if he were a mere shadow behind the heavy material.
“I have questions for you. Stand and answer.”
“As Your Majesty wishes.” I brush damp palms on my skirt, hoping I don’t stink of sweat. My hair must be all out of place from dancing, and my nerves twist together, knowing I can’t even see his face to get a clue of his impression of me. I shouldn’t care so much to know what he thinks of me since even though he’s a king, he is just another man, but this is my last hope, and if I’m sent away, there’s no one left to turn to, no place where I can belong. My mind quiets as if I hang in a balance where only inner silence is possible, waiting with bated breath until the scales tip.
“If you enter my bed tonight, are you aware there is no turning back? From tomorrow you will never be permitted to leave the palace. You will belong to me.”
I know I am only supposed to answer what I’m asked, but there’s something I have to know first, something that no rumor or half answer has confirmed, something that crosses into the realm of disrespect. I tighten my hands in the folds of my dress.
“If I am to swear to a man, I would beg to ask a question first.” I hold my breath and strain to hear as the silence stretches. Any moment now, he’ll order me flogged.
“Speak.” There is a tinge of something light in his tone that might be amusement.
My breath whistles through parted lips, and I cross my fingers in my lap. Maybe today is not the day I die. “Are you a cruel lover?”
There’s a rustling sound from within as if he’s just sat up or folded back the bedcovers.
“I am a demanding man, but I do not derive pleasure from the pain of my bed companions, nor do I expect them to endure such manners.”
A warrior king’s view on pain might differ from mine, but if he was a sadist, his words would not have been so clear. Bane would have laughed or licked his lips at the idea of painful sex. The tight bands of worry constricting my chest loosen. Hard work I can handle.
The melodious voice drifts through the barrier again. “Does my answer satisfy you?”
“Yes, thank you, Your Majesty. I am aware of what becoming your concubine entails.”
“Good. I am a hard man to please, and you are but one of many. Do you understand that our union is physical only and comes with no affections? There are to be no demands made by you, no jealousies, no possession of our royal person. Furthermore, although my women are drugged against it, any child you bear will belong to my estate and to me. In return, you will be provided with every comfort and safety my domain can provide.”
It would not be an attractive offer for everyone, but I am a practical woman, and it’s a better deal than those in my past. The harem of a powerful king will be the safest place to keep me from searching eyes, and I long ago gave up on the idea of children. My inability to conceive was a blessing for the past three years. Plus, the fact that he’s laying this all out for me in advance shows consideration for my wellbeing that I didn’t expect.
“I understand.”
“In addition, if you are called for again, you will be required to share this bed with others at the same time. It is not me alone that your body will receive, both male and female.”
The size of the bed hints that the rumors of the king’s orgies are real. The whispers also say he is very vigorous. But with so many in his harem, the chances of being called on frequently are slim. Looking at the shape of his profile behind the curtain, instead of fear, I feel a curiosity to know more. I’ve never been with more than one man at a time. I’ve never been satisfied by a man, either, since my husband wasn’t proficient and Bane never cared. Maybe this king and his licentious ways will prove different. If not, I lose nothing.
“I am prepared.”
“Next question. Within this curtain is my sanctuary. Do you swear upon your life that you intend me no harm?”
I nod. “I do swear.” With all the attempts on the king’s life and his history of bloodshed, there’s no wonder he’d be jumpy about his safety. A simple oath from a commoner holds little value, but he still wants to hear it. My respect grows. I’ve already been searched thoroughly by the guards outside, so I pose him no risk.
“And do you understand that if you are chosen as my consort—and I offer no promises on that matter—you would be required to take a blood oath that binds you to that vow?”
I blink. Didn’t the seneschal say becoming consort is off the table? Sure, there would have to be safety measures, but no one mentioned a blood oath. Just the reference of the powerful spell that boils a traitor’s blood within their living veins makes my skin creep. Still, I’m here, and there’s no turning back. The chances of becoming a king’s consort are also far out of my reach.
He’s waiting for my answer.
“I understand.”
There’s something in his voice that has caught my attention, and not being able to place it burns like an itch I can’t scratch. There’s a real familiarity, like a distant memory.
“Final question. Are you here willingly, by your own free choice?”
His question catches me by surprise. I did not expect the great mage, King Jasper, first of his name, to care if those who entered his bed were there freely or not. Maybe he is less of a tyrant than I assumed.
Am I here by my free choice? So often, I have felt that every option has been stripped away from me, forcing me on a path of cruel fate. Yet standing here, I see that this man is offering me a choice. Like the stranger at the temple said, there’s always a choice, and if I just keep searching, I’ll find a better one.
I can walk away right now. There might be nothing to turn back to, but I can still turn back. I smile, feeling a pressure like a warm hand of destiny behind me. I can fight my fortune or simply choose to surrender. There were other choices I could have made along the way, including choosing to give up my life altogether. Instead, at each hard turn, I’ve determined to move forward, struggling to get closer to something that felt just out of my reach. Amid all the grief and pain that has brought me here, this is where I am meant to be.
“I am here by my own free will.”
His voice lightens as if he is smiling. “It is not simply a last resort?”
“I thought it was, but I was reminded that while I yet breathe, there is always a choice.”
Just like the hooded man with the golden eyes at the temple said—the man with the charming voice. My whole body spasms, and I gasp. My hand flies to cover my mouth. The same voice coming from within the curtain!
He chuckles, and the sound of it curls my toes. At the temple, I said such inane things and complained of my bitter past in the presence of the king of Gretolia! And I addressed him so casually. My ears burn.
“Enter, Sira.”




Chapter Five
Sira
 
My hand trembles as I reach for the edge of the curtain and draw it. His Majesty, the mage King Jasper, sits propped on pillows in a simple white nightshirt, a book resting on his bent knee. His long hair is so pale it glimmers like silver in the soft light of the magical flame that hovers above the bed. A chain hangs around his neck, suspending a heavy purple gemstone against his bare chest. I swallow hard as I meet his familiar golden eyes. They are still creased with his recent laughter, although his lips are straight.
“So, you made it, after all, temple girl.” Now his mouth curves upward.
“Your Majesty! I—”
He holds his hand up to silence my apology. I gulp, realizing I’ve spoken without being invited. Something warm rolls through my awareness as I gaze at him. There’s no denying His Majesty is a handsome man, but it is the strength of his aura that strikes me the most. I’ve never met a shaman with such great power simmering below the surface. How did I miss this level of power at the temple or not sense it across the room a few minutes ago?
His thin lips part. “There is no need to apologize since I did not reveal myself.” His hand flips over, and his fingers beckon me to come closer. As I climb onto the bed and adjust the curtain behind me, my gaze slides to the musicians who still play in the corner.
“Pay them no mind. They cannot speak of things they see or hear in this room.”
It’s not comforting to know they do see and hear what goes on, especially while also knowing that someone has leaked details of the king’s bed habits. But it’s not like I’m unused to public sex. Perhaps it’s the gentle lighting and soft music that have me feeling vulnerable right now. I need to get used to this kind of openness—I’m a concubine now.
The king closes his book and tosses it across the bed. When I hesitate, his fingers continue to twitch, and I crawl closer. I stop when my hand brushes against his knee. This close, the strength of his magic is honey-thick in the air. Kneeling, I hold still and wait for his command.
His golden eyes bore into me, reading something in my soul. “I’m glad you decided to come. I think one day I will ask for your story, but not now. Tonight, you have but one job. Do you know what that is?”
“To bring you pleasure.”
He shakes his head. “There is little in this life that brings me true pleasure. No, your job is to wear me out.”
His words open a door in my mind, and immediately his preferences make sense. I have heard that magical ability is linked to stamina and wrongly assumed that a strong body could enhance one’s gifts. But feeling the immense magic that coils around him like a living thing, it makes sense that such power could also feed back into his body, making him restless and constantly energized. In short, he has trouble sleeping. The dark lines under his eyes add weight to my theory.
I bow my head as close to my knees as I can reach. “I will do my best to serve you, Your Majesty.”
“In here, you may call me lord.” His fingers brush through my strands of hair.
A tiny point of warmth flickers in my soul at the tender gesture, something Bane would have believed beneath him. Perhaps there is a chance that I can serve this king with more than just my body one day.
Straightening, I undo the clasps of my dress. The king scoots forward on the bed and takes over, opening the wrap front and sliding the sleeves down my arms. A shiver runs through me as his fingertips glide over my bare skin. He bunches the dress up and throws it aside, just like his book a minute ago. I visualize my heart and my dignity leaving with it. Here, I am just a man’s plaything. A gorgeous man’s plaything.
His long fingers trace down my collarbone, and my breath hitches as he rounds the curve of my breasts. I remain kneeling as his hands drift lower, caressing my hip bones, sliding around to cup my ass. As his hands come across the top of my thighs, I spread my legs obediently. His right hand slips into the gap, his fingers tracing the outline of my shaved slit. One finger slides in and sweeps through me.
A sharp breath rushes through my nose. His finger withdraws, and instead, he cups his hand between my legs and lifts, pulling me toward him. Our lips meet with a gentle press that softly deepens. King Jasper’s tongue roves my lips, and I melt open. His spiced-grape flavor unlocks a trickle of heat in my belly.
He pulls away after another moment and leans his cheek against mine. “Good. You’re everything I imagined when I first saw you at the temple.”
My nose fills with the scent of cloves, and heat burns in my cheeks. “May I touch you, milord?”
There’s humor in his voice as he answers, “Please do.”
I reach under the edges of his shirt and peel it off his shoulders. He’s tall and slender, but his muscles are hard and defined from a warrior’s lifestyle. There are fine white scars on his light-brown skin, crisscrossing his chest and ribs—traces left from a vicious fight for the crown. Maybe an overflowing well of magic is not the only reason he doesn’t sleep well.
More to the point, how am I supposed to tire out a man who spends half his day riding, shooting, and practicing with the sword?
His skin is warm under my touch, and his nipples harden as I run my hands across his chest. When I brush my fingers over them, I hear the slightest hitch in his breathing.
The king lifts my face, so our eyes meet. “You’re avoiding my gaze.”
I tip my head. “Is it permitted to meet the king’s beautiful eyes?”
His chest pulses with a silent laugh. “In here, most things are permitted, so take liberties, and I will correct you if needed.”
I hold his stare for a moment, then dip my head to lick his nipple. He leans back on his pillows, drawing me on top of him. Although rigid, the flesh of his nipple is soft, and the surrounding dark circle tightens, responsive to my mouth. His hands stroke my arms and tickle across my shoulder blades as I take more of him between my lips. For the first time in my life, I find myself wanting to be here, in a man’s embrace and wondering what lies beneath his pants. Backing slowly, I kiss my way to his navel. My hands rest on the edge of his loose trousers, and I pause, looking up for permission.
King Jasper inclines his head, and I gently roll down the waistband. He lifts his hips so I can slide the fabric right off, and with a cheeky grin, I toss it on top of my dress. His lips twitch. As I turn back to examine him, I freeze. His cock, which is not yet at full attention, is longer than Bane’s was at full strain.
“Are you afraid?”
Before tonight, this part of a man has always seemed like a weapon to me, but the way this king inclines on his pillows, watching me with a half-smile as I examine the long, semi-soft length between his legs, has something far from fear stirring deep in my belly.
“Your Maj . . . I mean, my lord has said there is no reason to fear, so I won’t. But may I be permitted a small case of nerves as I consider the size and future placement?”
He leans his head on the pillows and laughs. “In that case, we will take it slow. Come here.”
I rise and hold his gaze, hoping he will interpret my sly smile. His eyebrows raise. Fidgets race through my belly as I consider my next step. I have no idea what he will permit, but not for a second have I forgotten my task here tonight. To tire him out, I need him to move. I back away from him on my knees.
He braces himself on his elbows. “You mean to defy me?”
I can’t read from his tone whether he is offended or interested. Praying it’s the latter, I back away another foot.
I whisper, “My lord will not tire resting on his back.”
“That is true.” His gaze falls from my face to my hanging breasts. “Are you worth chasing, Sira?”
I laugh as I consider that the most powerful man I know has been chasing me for hundreds of miles, though not because I am special but because I’ve wounded his ego by escaping his clutches.
“Some might think so, but you won’t know until you try.”
His face softens. “I think so too.” He surges forward to face me on his knees. When I move to crawl away, he tackles me into the covers, faster than I thought possible. Our bodies clash, my breasts crush against his chest as he presses his mouth onto mine. I offer him the smallest of kisses, brush my fingertips against his rising cock, then slip from his grip and roll across the bed to where he lay before.
He studies me, head tilted to one side, his golden eyes waking with a predator’s interest. The great King Jasper stalks toward me on his hands and knees, and I back up until my feet touch the edge of the bed. When I turn to consider running through the curtain, he grabs my arm.
“No. Tonight is for my eyes only.” He wraps his arm around me, trapping my back against his chest. His hands rove my breasts, flicking at my tight nipples and setting the points straining against my skin. I hear a low groan from him as he cups both breasts and squeezes them tightly. He rubs one hand down my stomach and wriggles between my legs. Points of heat flicker as he sinks two fingers inside me without warning. My traitorous breath hitches.
“Have I caught you so soon?” he whispers against my ear, the warm air sparking shivers down my back.
“Perhaps,” I murmur as my body arches with a pleasant instinct that has lain dormant before tonight. I slip my hand behind my hip and stroke his cock, which is now rock hard. His pleasure rumbles through him, and his hold relaxes. In that moment, I tear myself free and forward-tumble away.
I grin. “Or perhaps I only needed a distraction.”
He follows me, his face tight. My mouth fills with sudden moisture as his manhood dangles, brushing against the bed. I jump up and run to the headboard, my feet burying in the mounds of pillows. From the look in his eye, I’ve caught his attention for sure. His easy laughs are gone, replaced instead with an intense stare. The power in his aura grows heavier as if all his attention is now fixed on me. The mage light overhead expands from one to three. King Jasper leaps for me but misses as I run away across the spongy covers.
A moment later, his hand catches my calf, and I’m slung down hard onto the quilt. He swarms up my body, his weight pressing me down. His stunning eyes are fogged with lust. I reach for his cheek, but he traps my hand in his and presses his lips to mine.
His kiss is no longer playing. Now, he feeds from me like a starving man, his mouth hot and furious, his tongue sliding between my lips. I open to give him entry, and he inspects every crevice of his new possession’s mouth. Our combined breath comes faster, hotter. Still trapping my hand, he moves his mouth down my body, nipping and sucking at the ridges and hollows in his path.
He takes my nipple between his lips and sucks so hard it approaches pain, but then my body shifts gear, soaking in the rough treatment and channeling it into a powerful current that shoots to my belly. A low groan escapes my parted lips.
King Jasper’s hand slides to my core. He swirls inside my clit and rubs at the sensitive ball there. I lift my leg to press between his legs, and he rubs his smooth, hard cock against my shin. I reach for the silver strands that hang over his shoulder, but he shakes me off. Noted. My king does not like his hair being touched.
I feel a tremor start in my hip as his fingers play, and an unfamiliar desire to have him bucking in and on me rises. Anticipating the moment of male insertion has always been accompanied by fear, but from his treatment of me from the day I ran into him at the temple till now, I know there is nothing to fear.
“Take me, my lord.” There’s a breathless quality to my voice that I’ve not heard there before.
His hand around my wrist squeezes tighter. His finger roves from my clit into the deeper chasm, and my hips lift toward him of their own accord. From the way he swirls, it seems like he’s checking I am wet, which makes me want to weep. Bane never cared if the hole before him was lubricated.
King Jasper shifts. There’s a frenzied rush about his movements, the fog of lust still driving him. I smile, knowing a man’s movements in this state of ecstasy will tire him out far more than any movement of a woman on top of him. A faint sheen of sweat shows on his hairless chest as he mounts me and pressures my legs apart. He takes a moment to find his way, then inserts his cock between my lower lips. I groan as the size of him butts at my entrance. I expect him to drive right in, but he moves slowly, easing in inch by inch and waiting for my tunnel to accept his girth.
When he is all the way in, he pauses, watching me as he runs his thumb across my open lips. I’m breathless, as if a heavy weight presses all around my lungs. I’ve never felt so full. I smile in assurance, and the king begins to thrust. Each slide of his cock inside me shakes moans from my shocked throat. I grab at the sheets, gripping tight to anchor myself against the barrage. My limits are tested, but for some reason, I don’t want to stop. My back arches, pressing against him for more.
In that moment, the king’s aura shifts. It settles on me like a blanket of stone, stealing my breath and sparking a tremor in every muscle. My skin prickles with heated energy, and my senses swim. I felt just a fraction of this . . . this union when his magic joined my dance, but while this is definitely his power, it’s also something new and more powerful. My lover moves faster as if he’s just set down a heavy burden.
It’s so heavy I can’t breathe. My throat constricts, and my lungs burn. When I choke, he stops mid-move. His eyes snap into focus, suddenly as clear as a midday sun on a cloudless day, and he frowns.
“My magic affects you?”
I burn to ask what he is doing with magic while having his way with me, but that is not the question he asked.
“Yes, my lord,” I gasp out. “I can sense magic.”
He makes an annoyed click with his tongue, and I feel the pressure on my skin ease. The air around him swirls as he takes it back into himself. My head tilts as I try to make sense of the change of ambience. More importantly, the sudden furrows in his brow tell me he is frustrated. This must have something to do with his voracious appetites and need to be worn out. I can tell because it was only when he set his magic on me that his shoulders began to relax.
“Please try again, my lord. I was only surprised, not hurt.”
He frowns, studying my face to learn the truth.
“I danced with your magic, didn’t I? It was very beautiful.”
The king’s eyes narrow. “It doesn’t sting you at all or sap your strength?”
My hair whispers against the sheets as I shake my head. “No, it feels warm and alive and a bit heavy.”
“You are a strange woman.” He still hesitates.
I reach out to cup his smooth jaw. “Please, try again. I want to hold your burden for you.”
He drops his head to my shoulder, the movement repositioning his thick member deep inside me. I lift my knees to accept him better. Have I offended him, saying I can carry the burden of a king? I’m such an idiot. I’ve forgotten how to talk intelligently after three years locked away in a mountain fortress.
“No one person can bear this weight for me but thank you for offering.” He sighs. “I will test your limits.”
Silky hair brushes over my face as he turns and kisses my cheek. My chest heaves with a deep breath. Thank the celestials! I have not yet exhausted the limits of his patience.
The pressure begins again, and it’s different from the weight of his body resting on mine. Now that I expect it and am sure what the heat and tingling are, I can bear it better. I wasn’t lying when I said it was beautiful. My nerves respond, coming alive with fresh energy as an invisible cocoon swaddles me.
The king leans over me, hands planted on either side of my shoulders, watching my face as more and more pressure descends. If this is one part of the weight he bears, I can only imagine the inner strength he must possess. I never knew magic could be a burden as well as a blessing.
I take more than I should, keeping my smile in place as my lungs are compressed. Making love like this will be difficult, but the mountain men train to climb the tallest peaks where there is little air, so surely I can adjust. If this is the only thing the king asks of me, I will do my best. When I can’t hide my breathlessness any longer, the pressure stops and eases a little.
King Jasper’s eyebrows rise as if he is impressed. At least, I hope that is what he feels because the alternative is I am too weak to hold as much as his other concubines. He sits up, running his hands up and down my curves, rekindling the fire between my legs. His golden eyes hold mine as his thumbs and fingers rub my nipples. The outward heat is joined by an inward pulse of electricity that surges from my breasts to my navel. I writhe as the force builds, and King Jasper’s lips turn up.
He leans down and kisses me, starting softly, then becoming more demanding. When I return his kiss just as hungrily, I feel his cock jump inside my fiery pussy. A soft grunt of pleasure spills from him as he begins to rock our hips together, his tongue still exploring mine.
I want to hug him, hold him tight, and press our burning skin together. I hesitate until I recall his words that he permits most actions in this bed. I reach my hand around his back, and when there’s no rejection, I grip him tightly with both arms. My hips lift, trying to find a rhythm to match his.
As I cling to him, King Jasper braces himself with his arms on the bed and slams his cock into me. My head falls back, and I cry out, sure he’ll break me open. The surging of my nerves, the electricity of his touch, and the heat in and out of my skin spirals into a fireball of desire that pulses brighter with his every strike into my core.
My body spasms, and I moan and tremble. It seems too much, and I writhe away from him, breaking our connection. He hunts my ass and drags it back, changing his position to lift and grip my hips tightly against him. He plunges his cock hungrily inside me, and I explode. If I had enough breath, I would scream, but instead, I moan long and low as I cling to whatever I can touch of the man who is driving me wild—the king with the stamina of an untamed horse. My release floods around him, slickening the sound of his continual thrusts.
On and on, he plunges without rest until finally, I feel him tense, his hands digging deep into my hips as he groans and shudders his hot release, his tempo increasing as he wrings out the last of his orgasm. Then he drops my hips, and I slip free of him to lay panting on the bed. Studying him through hooded eyes, I’m glad to see his chest is heaving with his breath. But, for someone with his reputation, I have a feeling we aren’t done yet, not until he falls over on the bed. Now, I just need to wait for him to recharge.
He slaps my thigh where it rests against his. “Roll over.”
When I turn, he grips my ass and angles it high. My eyes widen. Apparently, he takes less than a minute to recharge. Oh shit! if he tries to take my back hole, he really will split me in half. I bow my head with a grateful sigh when he positions himself and slides his cock back into my soaked pussy. I lift my hips as high as I can get them and flatten my chest on the bed to give him the best access. His heavy thrusts start all over, and I struggle to grip the sheets to stop my body from sliding away. King Jasper rests a hand under my belly to brace me. Perspiration trickles behind my ears, and the embroidered patterns on the quilt blur as he has his way with me.
Four more times, the stallion of a man takes me, his aura weighing me down as his cock surges inward. We must have been here for hours, kissing, touching, stroking, and thrusting against each other. Every muscle trembles, and my lungs burn from the workout, not only of his body but also from the added weight of the magic he has laid on me. The man is a beast, but just when I see stars twinkle in my vision, he collapses over me, breathing hard, both our bodies slick as if we’ve been swimming.
His heavy breath brushes my ear, and I smile weakly. Have I managed to wear him out? As if reading my thoughts, he rolls away and slips under the covers. I lay panting, completely spent, not sure if my legs will carry me when he sends me away.
“Come.” His voice is raw and trembling.
I drag my quivering body to his side, and he holds the covers back for me, inviting me under. I’m too exhausted to question it, so I climb in, a hazy alarm hatching at the thought he might be ready to start again. Instead, he turns his back, and the witch lights overhead fizzle out. A minute later, I hear soft snores in the dark.
Holding myself rigidly, I wait. I can’t leave until the king tells me to, plus he hasn’t lifted his magic from me yet. My heavy eyelids flutter, and I force them open. Maybe he’s just taking longer to recharge this time? I absolutely can’t fall asleep if the king hasn’t finished with me yet.
Time crawls by as I battle eyelids that refuse to stay open. He hasn’t stirred in a long time, and his breathing remains heavy. No one said I would sleep in His Majesty’s bed, but they also didn’t say I couldn’t. My logic satisfied, I sigh and surrender to the drag of exhaustion.
I half-wake once to find a warm hand latched on my breast. When I turn my head, the king’s arm is across my side, his face slack and mouth open as he deep-breathes, fast asleep. His silver hair streams across the pillow around his head, beams of moonlight in the dark. Although he’s fast asleep, the pressure of his magic still weighs on me. A sleepy smile crosses my lips. I have done what he asked of me and now he finally rests. Knowing I have helped him stirs something deep in my soul, a kind of protective instinct and pride in succeeding. This man is my king, and I will serve him with all I have.
Something soft presses against my temple, and I can breathe easier, but I can’t seem to fight the weight of sleep to wake fully.




Chapter Six
Jasper
 
Silk caresses my skin as I tie the belt to my robe and lift the curtain to study the woman sleeping in my bed. Her long black hair, unusually streaked with lighter strands like rays of sunlight, spreads across my pillows and tumbles down her bare back. The dawn light seems to glow around her.
I usually prefer to wake alone when it comes to women, but something about Sira has me wanting to keep her close. From the first moment I saw this beautiful woman at the temple, pleading with the high priest for sanctuary, my magic reached for her, and my desires roused. Waiting three weeks for the physician’s approval has been beyond frustrating, but the wait was worth it. She’s more than I dared hope for.
Kneeling on the bed, I run my hand across her side. She’s far too thin, but at least she looks less scrawny than the day I met her. Even then, when she looked like a dirty street waif, my cock stirred at first glance at her pretty oval face and huge tear-filled eyes. And now she’s mine. I can’t help smiling.
My movements cause her hair to fall across her back, exposing the vicious scars that must have come from a severe whipping or many whippings. I frown, brushing my fingertips across the dark-red, puckered scars. It’s clear she’s had a hard life but knowing someone out there could beat such a beautiful woman so badly has my fists clenching. I lean over and brush my lips against her soft temple. With a small sigh, I take back the portion of my magic that I rested on her overnight.
Sira barely stirs at my touch, her breathing deep and peaceful. She’s completely exhausted, as are all my concubines when I’ve had my way with them. I tear myself away, grumbling under my breath at my own foolishness. Like the others, she’s just a woman, all mere tools to sustain the crown. There’s no point getting attached.
I ring the small bell on the bedside table, and the tinkling tune summons the seneschal and my personal staff. Leroy glances toward the curtained-off bed, revealing the barest hint of curiosity—which is the extent my well-mannered steward will inquire about my newest companion. The guards will have told him I didn’t send her away before sleeping. I hide my smile in the bustle of tasks of washing and dressing for the day.
By the time I am dressed in simple combat trousers and a tunic, my favorite sword belted on, the magic coursing through my body is wildly restless. I grit my teeth against the surging force, but I’m well-used to the internal chaos. Oddly, this morning, the power in my veins feels a little tamer than usual.
I glance toward the bed. Surely, it can’t be because of her? Even if my magic takes to her like water running downhill, and she can bear a lot more power than anyone I’ve met, that doesn’t mean she can affect my power. I shake my head. Maybe I am losing my mind from the strain of too much energy. At the end of the day, she’s just a woman, devoid of magic.
Leroy is watching me. I smile at him and twitch my head toward the bed. “Let her sleep as long as she likes. She’s earned it.”
His brows jump with surprise before he quickly schools his face back to neutrality. “As you will, Your Majesty.”
I’m a little surprised by my own admission of praise, but Sira showed surprising stamina even under the drain of my powers. A flash of memory sears through me, of her lithe body wrapped around mine, the steam from her skin intoxicating me even through the fog of lust that overtakes me. An eager restlessness for her to meet my boys—and Li— seizes me. Maybe, just maybe she’s the one who . . . I pinch my lips together and march myself out of the room. I’m becoming soft, giving in to a fool’s hope that I’ll have a true family one day. For someone like me, such things are luxuries I should give up on.
My knight commander and general, Hazlem, waits in the corridor, conferring softly with the guards. He snaps to attention and bows as I approach.
“Good morning, Commander. Do you know where my hunter is?”
“Greetings, sire. Yes, he left in the night, and the message he sent said he received a tip about the whereabouts of your brother.”
I suck in my cheeks, checking my annoyance. Of all nights, it had to be last night that my traitorous brother would slip up. I wouldn’t put it past Li to be avoiding me, but if he left in the middle of the night, it was likely a good tip. If we can finally track Farah down, I can put an end to the ugly civil war that has plagued Gretolia for years. My hand moves automatically to my sword hilt, gripping it tightly. Of all my brothers, Farah has the most to answer for, but he’s been the slipperiest, lying in quiet for several years and gathering support. He must have fled the continent to be able to evade my hunter’s skills, but now it seems as if he’s finally making his move. I wonder which of my idiotic nobles he’s managed to sway to his agenda. Well, it won’t take Li long to sniff them out.
“I want the first knights and the third regiment ready to ride at an hours’ notice. If my hunter sends word, we need to be able to respond quickly.”
“Yes, sire.”
“Do you have a sparring partner for me today?”
“With your permission, I will train with you, and there are other knights at the ready.”
I nod. With his formidable magic, Li is a better matchup, but Commander Hazlem is a strong physical opponent in his absence. Once he tires, the other knights will keep me busy in pairs. He falls in behind me as I walk to the training arena on the lower level.
The path clears as I approach, the early-morning officials scattering to the sides and bowing low as I pass. I nod to those in higher positions. There’s a steady kind of silent ceremony about the greetings, which eases the nervous fizz in my veins. My father always said maintaining the hierarchy was essential, although he clearly failed in establishing it among his sixteen sons. I never wanted to be king, but my murderous brother forced my hand, and here I am, the most powerful ruler on the continent, royal magic all but poisoning my veins with its strength.
A sharp movement behind the corner of the armory catches my eye, and I draw my sword with one sweeping movement, my pulse spiking and magic blazing. Hazlem rushes past me, his blade whistling as it clears the scabbard on his belt. The two knights following us rush to my side as Hazlem drags forward a young boy. I sigh and resheath my blade as I recognize the trembling lad in my commander’s tourniquet grip as one of the page boys.
Hazlem forces the boy to his knees and pushes his head low. “Why are you lurking around corners, Calen?”
“I just wanted to see His Majesty.” The lad whimpers as my knight commander tightens his grip around the back of the boy’s neck.
“His Majesty is not a trinket for you to be laying eyes on whenever you please!”
I wave my hand to calm my general’s roused temper. Obviously, mere word of my brother has both of us jumping at shadows again, even though there hasn’t been an assassination attempt in nearly a year.
“Let him go, General.” I sigh, flexing my hands. “Don’t you have work to do, Calen?”
The boy flushes red, nods, and slips Hazlem’s grip to dash for the closest storeroom. I shake my head and bounce on the balls of my feet. Time to train, although even an hour of intense sparring will only mildly relieve the ferocious energy building within me. The sun breaks over the walls, and a peacock clucks as a knight shoos it off the packed-earth training yard.
As I begin my stretches, I wonder if the dancing woman has left my bed yet. Given the way I used her body, I wouldn’t be surprised if she slept for a week. Her shy glances through dark-lashed eyes and her soft, pleading words drove me quite out of my mind last night. She’s a captivating mix of determination and subservience, and I can’t quite make her out. My body throbs with the desire to see her again, to claim her pretty pink mouth with mine and probe her expressive pussy.
I promptly deepen the stretches to distract myself. Sira will need several days of rest. With the abuse I deal upon my concubines, the least they deserve is the chance to recuperate before I call them again. Perhaps she won’t even want to see me again.
I pause, the idea leaving an unpleasant taste in my mouth. It’s not like she came to my harem out of any desire for me, only to escape whatever demons created that haunted look in her gaze and drove the woman to consider ending her own life. Restless anger churns through my chest, leaving me edgier than before. I’ll ask Leroy to report how she looks this evening when he takes my summons to the harem.
Of all the days for Li to be missing! I would have liked to ask him if someone can affect my powers. He has a greater understanding than I of how magical gifts are shaped, having come from a place where magic is far more common.
Unbuckling my sword, I place it on the weapons rack that has been rolled to the side of the yard and select a wooden practice blade. I have too much work to do to be thinking about a concubine this early in the morning. She’s mine now, and I can summon her when I please, like everything else in my life. I will bend this country and eventually my traitorous brother to my will. After that, I might be free to choose my consorts and start a family.
The chaotic power within me convulses as if laughing at my dream. I smile bitterly at my own musings. Unless I can find a solution to the energy flooding me, I’ll never find peace. In the entirety of my twenty-eight years, the best I have been able to come up with is an intense mix of physical and sexual activity to drain the excessive energy.
I swing my wooden sword up, and Hazlem answers with the ready position. I’ll lose myself here for an hour before royal audiences start in the throne room, followed by lunch, meetings with my ministers and correspondence, a formal dinner with the nobles who will probably press me to select my consorts or given them greater concessions, and then finally bed antics with my concubines to relieve the raging restlessness within me.
My burden, as Sira so accurately described it. The nearly overwhelming force of far more magic than any human is designed to live with, that would have driven me mad if not for my beloved hunter’s intervention years ago—a blood-stained royal birthright that rides me, body and soul, to exhaustion.
Adrenaline kicks in as Hazlem surges in to pressure my guard, and thoughts of the slender doe-eyed woman who asked to carry my burden melt away like the dew evaporating under the sun’s warm blaze.




Chapter Seven
Sira
 
Peacocks caw outside the room when I finally throw off the embrace of sleep. I sit bolt upright with a gasp. Both the king and his magic are gone.
Smoothing the covers around me, I consider my options. The need to pee burns through me, but I’ve been instructed not to leave until given permission. I run my tongue over my parched lips. Luckily I was so exhausted in the night, otherwise, the need for water would have kept me awake.
A shuffling noise comes from beyond the curtain, and I freeze. Looking up, I discover that I can see clearer out from the curtain than I could looking in, though it might just be a trick of the eye since the outer room is now flooded in daylight. Though, the king must have been able to see me dance through the curtains.
“Are you awake, woman of the king?” It is the seneschal.
My new title settles over me, feeling less pleasant than the weight of last night’s magic.
“Yes.”
That’s right. Now I am just one of many women, unlikely even to be summoned to this bed again. I thought I would feel relieved, but the idea of not meeting with King Jasper leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I’m confident the curtains are too thick for the seneschal to see in, yet I still feel exposed. I cross my hands over my chest.
The chief of the king’s household speaks again. “His Majesty has begun his day, so you may leave.”
Quickly, I retrieve my crumpled dress. I wince as every movement has my core aching, and my muscles feel heavy and strained. After wrapping the simple dress around me and smoothing the covers as much as possible while standing on them, I open the curtains and creep out.
The room sparkles with sunlight dancing on gilded marble, and the terrace doors are open to let in the fresh air. After the night’s soft music and witch lights, the room seems far more grounded during the day and less like a fairy heaven.
I clasp my hands together and squeeze tight, trying to shed the bad feeling swaying in the bottom of my belly.
The seneschal waits for me near the door. His brows lift as he studies my face. “What is the matter?”
“Did I do wrong to fall asleep?”
The seneschal’s gray brows pinch together as he looks me up and down. “His Majesty was not displeased. He left instruction not to wake you.” He hands me my veil.
My hand jumps to cover my heart as I let out a heavy breath. I slip the veil over my head, and the seneschal opens the door and waves for me to exit ahead of him. A woman in a neat brown dress waits in the corridor with her head bowed.
The seneschal waves his hand in her direction. “She will escort you to the harem. Bathe, eat and rest. Do not exert yourself for the next two days.”
I smile to myself, thinking that I probably couldn’t exercise even if my life depended on it. Maybe it is good that the king usually calls for more than one woman. I catch myself, a little shocked at my admission. Still, the idea of other women being called and not me . . . I squash the prickling thought down hard. That trail will lead to jealousy, and I have no right to hold onto His Majesty whatsoever. I grip my dress. One of many, I’m just one of many.
The woman bows to me without meeting my eyes and turns to lead the way. My stomach squirms as everything about her humble posture and plain cotton dress tells me she’s different from the maids I met in the lower level of the palace. She’s hauntingly familiar. Not the woman herself, but I’ve been a slave long enough to recognize a fellow captive. It seems that slavery exists everywhere.
Gazes turn my way as we cross a mosaiced courtyard between the harem and the royal wing. From the wide-eyed stares followed by whispers, I’m guessing it’s not normal to see one of the king’s women here so late in the morning. I bow my head, cursing myself for having slept so long.
Keeping my eyes down gives me an excellent view of the work of art beneath our bare feet. The tiling depicts the war of the heavens, the great Sun Warrior grappling with the Tyrant of the Night for supremacy of the skies in a riot of color. Winged armies fight around them, the human bodies topped with the heads of all kinds of animals. The only shared likeness is the mouths wide open to howl, revealing rows of sharp teeth. While the war wages in the center, fairies around the edges lead out the stars, clouds, and storms, going about their innocent duties as if there was no violent battle taking place. My nose flares as I sniff a silent, dry laugh. Violence is universal, but the world carries on regardless. The contrast in the mosaic makes me think of my king’s reference to his sanctuary.
My steps falter. My king? We’ve spent a few hours together, and now I feel an attachment I can’t explain. I just have time to process the fact that I’ve accepted him as my king when we arrive before the immense red wall of the harem. Guards stand on either side of the doorway with unsheathed swords in their hands. The sign over the hammered iron door carries a familiar symbol, warning of death to anyone who steps inside without permission. It strikes me that the guards’ job might be keeping people in as much as it is to keep others out. What exactly have I signed up for this time?
“Halt.” The guard on the right steps forward to intercept us, his brown eyes narrowing as his silver blade lifts in warning. A quiver runs through my knees at the sight of the razor steel edge, and I freeze in place, suppressing the urge to run.
“The newest of the king’s ladies,” the slave woman says softly as she bows.
“Lift your veil,” the guard demands, his voice rough from years of pipe-smoking. I step back and cross my hands over my chest to hold my veil in place. Aren’t I for the king’s eyes only now?
The slave woman clears her throat softly. “See the purple braid on their tunic? That marks them as the Royal Knights. They are permitted to see your face.” Her eyes dart up to meet mine, and she gives a reassuring nod before dropping her gaze again. “How else will they know who belongs?”
I press my lips together and fold my veil back as both guards step closer to examine me. Their eyes rove my face and straight black hair, as well as down my neck and arms, looking for identifying marks. I cover the scar on my wrist when I feel their gaze lingering.
The knight on the right gives a sharp nod. “Your name?”
“Sira.”
“Enter, Sira, woman of the king.”
The door creaks noisily, signaling our arrival clearer than any bell or gong. Once inside, I turn to watch as the sliver of view through the doorway shrinks and vanishes, shutting me in the most effective prison in the world. Well, there’s no use crying about empty nets, as my father used to say. I did want safety, after all.
I lift my shoulders and turn to face my new home. Before me is a sunken courtyard of white and blue tile with a narrow pool in the center and palm trees around the edges. Beyond, a two-story building with wide windows overlooks the yard. In the shade of the palms, dozens of women are at leisure. Although their dresses are different colors, they’re all the same practical wrap shape as mine, easily removed and easily put on. The ladies’ heads all swing my way, their gazes boring into me filled with far more heat than the curious glances of courtiers in the palace. To these women, I am an unwelcome rival.
Any hopes I had of cheerful camaraderie die away under those withering looks. Still, their bodies are unscarred, and they look well-fed and rested. Things could be far worse. My new title, given by the seneschal and echoed by the guard, reminds me that whatever harem life brings, I’m an equal here.
“I’ll take your veil, my lady.” The attendant who brought me tugs on the fabric. “You don’t need it here.”
Thank the celestials for that! I nod and strip off the fabric. The thin breeze feels good against my face in the absence of the stuffy material. That veil is going to be one of my least favorite parts of life here.
The women watching me are all stunning. While most are the typical pale local ladies with shades of light-brown, blonde, and white hair, I see several exotics, including a tall, slender redhead and two more women with black hair like mine. Each will have a story, perhaps as unique as mine, in how they arrived here.
Though judging by the way their eyes narrow, I wonder if their worlds have ever been as expanded as mine. From what I’ve heard, concubines are usually noble ladies and gifts from foreign rules. The air fizzes with the combined tension of their wariness as I look them over. I get the feeling they’ll try to waste my time with petty jealousies. With a sigh, I step forward. It’s best to get unpleasant things done quickly.
I clap my hands together and keep them pressed in greeting.“My name is Sira, and I’m honored to be here among you. I’ll be in your care.” I bow to the collective before straightening with a smile. Ignoring their glares, I turn to the attendant. “What’s next?”
Her brows knit together, but she nods and leads the way around the edge of the courtyard to the sandstone building beyond. A petite blonde concubine rises from the crowd and sails toward me, moving as smoothly as a kite in the breeze. I’d guess at noble lineage since those women seem to be born with a matchless grace in their walk.
“New woman!” The blond steps into our path.
The attendant bows to her and shuffles to the side.
“Hello.” I paste on my best smile. All I want is a drink of water, a chamber pot, and a hot bath to remove the crust between my legs—not to mention my belly and thighs—but of course, there will be a song and dance before I settle in. If I’m lucky, I’ll escape with my hair intact.
“You’re here late in the day.” She scans me up and down.
“Am I? I must have been delayed. Is there a schedule I should be aware of? I’m afraid I’m terribly new to the rules.”
Her finely plucked eyebrows draw together. “You’ll pick things up if you’re smart enough.”
I cover my heart and sigh loudly. “Thank goodness for that! Right now, I’m desperate for a little water. Can you point the way?”
She stiffens, and my forced smile fades.
When she continues to stand in my way, I tilt my head. “I’m sorry. Do we do something for initiation or to establish hierarchy now? Is it a weapons fight in the arena? I really hope not because I’m terrible with a sword. And fists, meh.” I wriggle my hand to indicate my medium-level skill.
She draws back. “What? There’s no fighting arena for women.”
I dab at my forehead as if to remove sweat. “Well, that’s great news because I’d hate . . .” Realizing I’m getting too close to admitting something I shouldn’t, I quickly change tack. “I’d hate for the rumors to be true. People do say some marvelous things about the mysterious royal harem.”
The blond woman purses her lips as if I’ve lost her. “If the rumors are so bad, why did you come?”
I wonder what she’d say if I joked I was here to steal the king’s heart, but I don’t want to make enemies on my first day. Maybe in another ten years, I’ll feel as prickly as she does.
Instead, I shrug. “Ah well, sometimes life just leads you by the nose. Oh, I didn’t catch your name?”
Her lovely curved figure stays statue-stiff, my warm smile not even chipping at her guard. “Lady Kiara Del Ti’ian.”
As I guessed, nobility. They have all sorts of dels and las in their long names. “Lovely to meet you, Lady Kiara. Now, I’m dying for a piss, so, let’s talk later, shall we?” I step around her, ready to burst if we are delayed any longer. If I don’t reach that building in a hurry, I’ll be peeing on a bush.
The maids in the lower palace assured me that all women are equal within the harem, so her nobility counts for nothing. In the same way, my commoner background doesn’t matter. We are all simply the king’s concubines now. Though, I can see the noble ladies in the harem don’t feel the same way. Still, it gets under my skin to think of the privileges she’s enjoyed all her life that I’ve never dared even dream about.
The attendant is trying hard to smother a laugh. She quickens her step and leads me into an annex near the wall where I can relieve myself. The large bucket with a flat seat seems very strange, but I murmur in amazement at the comfort of sitting in style to do my business. As my bladder empties, I relax for the first time since I woke up.
After washing my hands, I smile at the attendant. “My oath, that was a close call. Thanks. What’s your name?”
“We are all Tamari, my lady.”
I run my fingers through my sweat-crusted hair and squint at her. “All? How many of you have the same name?”
She shakes her head. “Would you like to bathe? I’ll explain on the way.”
“Shit, yes.” She twitches at my vulgar word, and I cover my mouth. “Sorry. I have a few bad habits to cure.”
As we leave the annex, she shakes her head. “You need never apologize to me, but . . .” she sneaks glances over her shoulder twice.
My heart twists, recognizing that fearful look. “Speak up. How will I know if no one tells me?”
Her bottom lip creeps between her teeth. One tooth is nearly black. “The other ladies will snub you if you use coarse language, and the last woman who was snubbed completely took her life.”
I don’t want to think callously of the dead, but something in my heart relaxes to hear it’s possible to take one’s life in here.
“Wow. Did she swear too?”
“No, my lady.” Her eyes flash wide in alarm, and she glances around again. “She blasphemed His Majesty.”
I shake my head sadly. “I suppose you can’t repeat it, so I know what to avoid?” It’s less the words that interest me and more the possible insight into my new master. What bad things might a concubine have to say about King Jasper?
“No. No.” Her eyes widen and her hands lift in rejection. “But my lady asked about my name. All slave women are called Tamari. You need only call out, and the closest of us will assist you.”
“That seems so odd,” I mutter. Just like a lot of other things in this kingdom. Well, if I think about it, I guess Bane rarely used our names since he preferred terms like slut and wench.
“It is meant as a mark of neutrality, I believe, to reduce attachments from any single one of the king’s women.”
I shake my head. Maybe there’s a sense in that practice that I don’t yet understand, but to be denied a name altogether feels harsh. I follow her in silence as we leave the bright sun behind and enter into the cool of the double-story building that will be my home.




Chapter Eight
Sira
 
Inside the house, a wide corridor runs straight through the bottom floor from front to back, and the doors at both ends are flung open to admit a slight breeze. As we walk through, Tamari points out rooms on either side for eating, finding new clothing, reading and music. Everything is communal, except for personal possessions in the bedrooms—not that I own a single thing after the dress I was wearing disappeared without explanation on my first day in the palace. Everywhere I look, I see signs of good care in the beautiful fabrics, piles of fresh fruits in silver dishes, and the sparkling clean rooms. It seems the rumors were true—King Jasper takes good care of his concubines.
Behind the compound, we enter a covered courtyard that serves as a bathhouse and pamper room. The air is damp with steam and scented with lavender, and I breathe deeply.
A soft murmur escapes me at the sight of a giant, steaming bathtub, big enough for a dozen people. Five other ladies are here, bathing and receiving massages. Tamari holds out her hand for my clothes. I thank her quietly, and she smiles shyly.
On instinct, I turn my back to the other women and unwrap the dress. My desire to soak outweighs the churning in my stomach, but as the layers peel away from me, I remember how I imagined removing my dignity when King Jasper tossed the dress aside last night. Straightening my shoulders, I hand the clothing over. This is nothing compared to what I have endured. If I do this concubine thing right, I may end up enjoying real freedom. Clothes can get in the way, after all, and no one here seems ashamed of their bodies.
There’s no missing how the eyes in the room trace every line of me as Tamari soaps and rinses me off in the corner drain. The tight gaze of the other royal women has me wondering how many marks the king’s mouth left on me. Or maybe it’s the scars on my back and wrist that bother them. An odd warmth blooms in my chest as I recall that His Majesty did not comment on my blemishes, although his fingers did trace the lines several times.
I step up to the edge of the bathing pool and swing my legs over the edge. “Oh, it’s so warm!”
A brunette beauty with dark bronze skin scoffs. “Where do you come from that there is no hot water?”
Glancing past her, I see an ingenious channel of water that passes over a brazier. The attendants direct the water with little handheld paddles so that it circulates back into the tub. Hot water envelops me as I submerge and flatten my body to get my whole head under.
Once I’ve wiped away the drips, I turn to the concubine. “Where I come from, wood and coal are scarce, so only important people get warm water.” I flash her a grin. “This is a nice treat.”
She shifts uncomfortably and looks away.
“By the way, I’m Sira, and I just arrived. Pleased to meet you all.” I catch the eyes of each lady who is looking my way. Each woman holds themself with unconscious grace, their faces as beautiful as their bodies and glowing with good health.
“It’s obvious you’re fresh,” grumbles a woman nearby, “all gangly and stumbling like a newborn calf.” She looks me over with bright blue eyes half-hidden under her glossy chestnut hair. It’s hard not to stare.
I blink to clear my paralysis. “A calf? Well, that’s exactly how I feel.” I grin. “But at least calves are cute.”
She snorts, her lips twitching upward. “Maybe. I’m Mallory. That’s June, like the month,” she points to the snotty brunette beauty, “and Varessa,” a woman so pale she must be albino, “and Kalti,” her finger settles on a woman with the native pale brown skin and soft blonde hair.
I give them a nervous wave.
Kalti sits on a stool in the rinse zone, rubbing white crystals into her skin that leave a foaming trail. She twists to wave at me with two fingers. “You’re coming in late, newbie.”
“So, I’ve heard. Is that really unusual, even for first times?”
Mallory tips her head back, spilling long reddish-brown curls into the water. I find my eyes drawn to the way they swirl around her generous curves. “Don’t mind Kalti. She’s just bitter because she hasn’t been summoned in three weeks. Yeah, it is unusual, but congrats.”
Kalti shoots her a dirty look.
“Thanks.” I stretch my legs out to rest them on the step in the tub opposite me.
June watches me from under her damp lashes as she hugs her long legs against her body. “How was your night?”
“Hmm.” I lean against the tiled sides of the pool and look up through the canopy. The outline of the sun shows through like a white-hot circle. His Majesty exhausted me, there’s no denying it, but at the end of it all, I shared the burden of the ruler of one of the most powerful nations on the planet. Celestials above! That man knows how to fill a woman, and I slept better than I have in years. Apart from feeling swollen and some tiredness behind my eyes, my body hums with energy.
“It was the best night of my life.”
The water stirs around me as the girls move, exchanging wide-eyed looks. I swallow down a bundle of nerves. “Is it not normally?”
“Oh, it can be, but His Majesty is vigorous, so most of us come back . . . drained.”
I meet Mallory’s loaded look. Is she referring to the weight of his magic, his incredible stamina, or both? If he had told me to return just before he fell asleep last night, then drained would have been an accurate word, but I still feel like I’m missing something.
Cupping water in my hands, I wash my face. Suddenly, I have so many questions. I catch Mallory’s eye. “Do you have any advice for me? I just want to live here quietly.”
She shrugs and smiles. “That depends. If you truly want to live quietly, then don’t become a favorite. Keep your head down, and find a pastime. If you want to enter the ring, I can’t help you there.”
The water splashes around me as I jerk to face her, my heartbeat picking up. “Is there a fight ring?”
She shoots me a quizzical look, smiling while her brows pull together. “Not exactly. I’m referring to becoming a favorite.”
“Oh.” The tension in me drains away. I guess it will be a while before I stop looking over my shoulder and expecting deathmatches. I remind myself that there are no scars on any of their beautiful bodies. My fingers trace the dark-red marks around my left wrist under the water. It doesn’t seem to hurt today, thanks to the warm bath.
Her comment on favoritism has got me thinking, and I suddenly want to know what King Jasper likes best. “You can’t help me because you’re not a favorite or . . .?” I let the question dangle.
She grins. “Because I don’t help competitors.”
My laugh turns into a dry cough, and Tamari brings me a cup of water—one of the Tarmaris. When my throat burns less, and I stop spluttering, I ask, “So, who are the favorites?”
June and Mallory both point fingers at each other with unfriendly grins.
“At the moment,” Mallory admits. “Plus, the redhead Giley, then there’s Tiarka, and unfortunately, Lady Who-Who.” The dismissive wave of her finger tells me that’s a derogatory title.
I turn to look at my attendant, who is busy untangling my hair with a bone comb. “Is she the one I met?”
The slave nods quickly, keeping her eyes lowered. A frown drags on my lips. There are more favorites than I expected. Though I haven’t the foggiest idea why that would make my heart clamp. More favorites means I’ll be called in less, and that should be great.
June tips her head and rests it on her hand, a sly grin tilting her pretty mouth. “Oh, and we haven’t mentioned the men yet.”
An odd tingle visits my core as her words sink home. The king did say there would be men in his bed as well, but I had forgotten.
“They don’t live here?” I have so many questions as I imagine men in that giant bed. Who does what, and how will I know what’s permitted? Yet, I can’t bear to ask about all the literal ins and outs.
Mallory smiles, then her lips seem to fold as she whistles as loudly as a soldier. “Long live the king!” she calls.
From over the wall, male voices cheer, “Long live the king!”
With a wink, Mallory says, “They are right there, next door. No contact is permitted outside of the king’s presence, and definitely no playing if you catch my meaning.”
I nod and study my hands as they swell with water. “So, how many does he normally call at once?”
June lifts her long legs clear of the water to rest on the tiled rim of the tub. “Fourteen is his preferred number.”
A shocked cough escapes me. June snorts, and Mallory shoves her hard with one foot.
“Ignore her. She’s having you on.” Mallory shakes her head, then shrugs. “It’s really hard to pick a pattern. No fewer than two, and I haven’t heard of more than nine. I’d guess an average of three most nights, which makes a round number with our lord. But the combinations always seem to change.” She shifts her legs as one of the attendants paddles hot water out of the heating channel. “Though, His Majesty seems to have a good understanding of who doesn’t click well. Rarely are the dominant ones summoned at the same time.”
June scoffs. “Then I guess you aren’t such a fave, Mall, since you and I are together often enough.”
Mallory pokes her tongue out and splashes water over the other girl.
I let my head fall back, enjoying the way the warm water steals away the ache in my muscles. The ladies’ words are fun rather than hurtful, and the atmosphere is almost peaceful. I feel the layers of my guard slowly peeling away as hot water swirls past me, caressing my skin. I can’t recall the last time I’ve been at ease like this with other women and no man in sight.
Have I really escaped? Leaving Bane behind like a bad dream, along with cold, hungry days on the run, seems too good to be true. I’ve been cold most of my life, either from lack of good clothing, mountain snows, or the chill winds blowing off the Yanheart Ocean. But here, people lounge in the sun or warm water all day and bicker about who will get summoned to the king’s bed. Life has finally taken an upturn. My lips curl up, and I scoop water up to wash my face and hide the smile.
“I think he’s searching for something.”
The quiet voice intrudes on my reflection, and it takes a moment to realize one of the ladies has spoken. I sit up, looking for the source. Varessa, the beautiful woman with hair whiter than the king’s, lies with her back to us on the massage table. Her soft voice is almost lost in the muted sounds of the attendants, the crackle of hot coals in the brazier, and the gentle tones of nearby wind chimes.
“What was that?”
Varessa lifts her head, spilling her angelic hair over one shoulder. “I think the king is searching for a particular combination.”
A prickle of unease squirms through my belly, but I can’t place why.
“Nonsense!” Mallory scoffs. “He just likes variety.”
Kalti makes a grumbling noise as she rises from the wash corner and makes her way into the tub. “What makes you think that, Varessa?”
The albino lady’s lips purse in a facial shrug. “The constant changes, the recent rise in newcomers, plus the fact that he hasn’t selected any consorts.”
Mallory clicks her tongue. “He doesn’t need any political unions since his position is well-established.”
“But he promised that he would choose, and from among us.”
June stands up, spilling water over the sides. “When did he say that?”
Varessa pushes her masseuse aside and rises to sit on the edge of the table. “At his birthday party, two years ago. You were probably too drunk to remember!”
“I was not!” June’s indignant voice pitches high.
I sink so my ears are under the water to escape their bickering. The feeling slopping around in my gut like meat gone bad resonates with the delicate albino girl’s assessment. But I can’t presume to know anything about His Majesty when I’m so new, except for what he told me himself. My job was to tire him out. For reasons I may never understand, that includes bearing the weight of his magic. I twirl a lock of hair around my finger under the water, watching the rogue strands float back and forth like my uncertain mind.
It makes no sense that a magical gift is heavy or that it can be laid upon another person, but there’s no disputing what happened. Sensing magic and ill will is the only small talent I have, and it’s never yet been wrong. But my king said the magical burden could not be borne by one person alone.
A hand taps my shoulder, and I rise above the waterline. The slave leans down close to speak. “If you’re ready, my lady, we can move on to a massage and lunch, then I can show you to your room.”
“Oh,” I brighten. “Can we skip the massage and go straight to eating?” My empty stomach gurgles in anticipation.
She covers a smile. “My lady can do whatever she wishes.”
I stand up immediately, and she holds my hand, so I don’t slip stepping out of the tub.
Turning to the rest of the concubines, I bow. “Thank you for your wonderful insights, ladies. My stomach is chewing a hole to my liver right now, so please excuse me.”
My comment draws out a few titters of laughter as Tamari leads me back into the house. I cover a yawn. It seems that despite the best sleep I’ve had in over a year, the king’s enormous energy still got the best of me.




Chapter Nine
Sira
 
An hour after sunset, I learn the true nature of what it means to be a concubine. A loud gong gathers us all near the gate for what Mallory cheerfully refers to as roll call. The seneschal enters and looks us over. I must be imagining things because it feels like his gaze rests on me longer than anyone else. My stomach twists as I wonder whose name he will call.
“Mallory and Ethana.”
Beside me, Mallory tenses, but her lips curve in a smile. I pat her back as she walks forward. There’s an odd drop in my stomach as if I’ve suddenly changed altitude, but there’s no reason for me to be disappointed, is there? I expected to live a simple life here, and the only absolute requirement is that I’m safe. Being called to the king’s bed would just be a nuisance in my plan for a quiet life. My gaze follows the chosen concubines until the gate closes them out.
As I head back to my room, I hear a second gong sound in the compound next door. I pause, straining to hear as the seneschal calls another name. One of those owners of the male voices who chanted the king’s anthem this morning will be joining him tonight. Will they be able to satisfy King Jasper?
I growl under my breath at my foolishness and drag myself away. All these concubines have been serving him for years, so they’ll know far better than I how to meet the king’s needs. It’s total arrogance to think I understand something they don’t. Plus, I’ve no interest in the affections of kings nor their powerful magic, so let another woman, or man, deal with the headache.
Yet, the uneasy feeling lingers as I prepare for an early night and climb into bed. No matter how many times I tell myself I’ve made the right decision, it won’t silence the hint of doubt that prods at me, telling me I chose wrong. I’ve placed my life in the hands of yet another man, and all I can do is wait for him to call.
Waiting is the new core of my life. As a concubine, I will now spend my life waiting for a man’s whim. I can never go to him of my own will or make demands, nor expect him to fill my womb one day. Well, that was never on the table anyway. Three years of Bane’s attention didn’t fill it, nor a year with my husband before that, so I’m sure my body isn’t capable. If it once was, Bane’s harsh treatment ended any possibility, which was a small relief in the face of the warlord’s cruelty.
Maybe it might have been better to search out a remote fishing village and find a man who would make me his sole wife. My fingers brush against the scar on my wrist, and I shudder. No, Bane would have found me and massacred everyone who gave me sanctuary. He did it once with a woman who tried to escape him, hanging the bodies of her new family on the wall where she had to look at them every day. Here, in a royal palace, is the only place I can be free of him. Even if it means I’m alone.
I squeeze my eyes tightly against naughty tears that threaten to spill and turn to the wall, willing myself to sleep.
∞∞∞
 
At breakfast in the morning, I pile my plate with toasted bread, cooked beans, stringy egg, and loads of butter. The smell of so much food almost convinces me I’ve died and gone to heaven. I scan the compound. There’s no sign of the ladies who were summoned last night, but when I ask my Tamari, she whispers that they came in at midnight.
“Is that normal?” I ask, frowning.
She nods, then looks up and scurries away as a shadow falls across me.
Lady Kiara looks down her pert nose, eying me like a bug in her way.
“Oh, good morning. Will you sit here?” I wave my hand to indicate the chair next to me.
Instead, she circles the table to sit opposite and sips daintily from a cup of steaming tea while looking pointedly at my overflowing plate.
“The food here is great.” I lift my spoon in a silent toast to her.
“One would expect to find great food in the king’s palace,” she replies, her nose lifting by half an inch.
“True,” I say, my mouth half full, “but that makes it no less of a blessing.”
“You are not used to the finer things in life, are you?”
I chew as I consider her question. I’ve seen more jewels heaped in one place than I bet she’s even capable of imagining; riches pried out of skeletal hands buried deep in the sacred tombs that should never have been disturbed, or stolen from the coastal shrines. And I can tell good silk from bad at a glance, thanks to Bane’s interest in trade. But no, I’ve never actually worn silk before yesterday or covered my skin in expensive, scented balms and bathed with nothing else to do in the day, and I haven’t eaten till I’m full since Ma’s fish stew suppers four years ago. My shoulders hunch in a silent laugh.
“You’re right, noble lady. The only finer things in life I’ve enjoyed have been the spring breeze over the biggest ocean in the world and the bittersweet knowledge that living is worth more than dying.”
Her eyebrows knit together, and her hands tighten on her cup. “I think you are quite deranged.”
Before I can open my mouth to respond, June drops into the seat beside me, flipping her brown locks over one slender shoulder. “You’d know all about being deranged, Kiara. I hear it runs in the family.”
Kiara wrinkles her nose. “At least my family acknowledges me. And you’re only taking her side to get in her good books. I know you’ve got your eye on those wishes.”
June sticks out her tongue. “So what? If it’s about wishes, shouldn’t you be a little nicer? Oh, right, I forgot you don’t know how to be nice. Being left out cold does that to a woman. How many days has it been now? Seven, or is it eight?”
The blonde woman across the table goes rigid. “There have been new women, so it doesn’t count,” she hisses between clenched teeth.
My spoon stops halfway to my mouth. “By seven or eight, are you referring to days since . . .?”
June smirks. “Yes, days since being summoned. For a favorite, a week is a long time. Maybe you’re slipping, Lady Who-Who.” June adjusts her position on the chair and winces. “Mmm, I think I’m still sore from three nights ago.”
Pure rage radiates from Kiara’s pinched glare and her aura flares with a nasty prickle, but she smooths it all away almost as soon as it rises. She turns her piercing brown eyes back to me with a sly smile.
“Don’t be tricked into thinking you have friends here, Sira. No matter how sweet the words you hear, everyone is your rival.”
The fact that she remembers my name tells me she’s keeping her eye on me.
I grin. “Thank you for the advice. It shouldn’t matter since I’m planning on living here quietly.”
June walks her fingers up my shoulder and taps one against my neck. “Good luck with that. I’m interested to see how your plan works out when you’re covered in love bites like this.”
I cover my neck, heat rising in my cheeks. June is busy watching Kiara’s reaction, and I realize she’s just trying to stir the other woman. Kiara stands, the muscles in her jaw locked tight. She leaves without excusing herself, and June chuckles. I can’t help smiling at her joke.
Pushing my plate back, I lean my head on one hand, studying her. “Seriously though, if we’re all rivals, how does it work when he summons us together?”
She shrugs one shoulder, her sleeve falling to expose glossy caramel skin. “In there, the only thing that matters is what His Majesty wants. You have to leave the baggage at the door. If you can’t, you better be able to hide it really well. He’s as sharp-eyed as an eagle. Women who create any kind of scene tend not to be summoned together again.”
I nod, remembering what he told me himself. No attachments, no jealousies. If I could hide my fear and despair from Bane, this shouldn’t be so bad—assuming I’m ever summoned again. The heady aroma of the cooked food tempts me back to eating.
“Oh,” I stab my spoon in June’s direction after a few more mouthfuls. “What is the wishes thing she mentioned?”
“Oh, that.” She winds a lock of hair around her finger. “If new girls make the cut, His Majesty offers them two wishes to help them settle in.”
I stare at her. “What kind of wishes?”
“He says anything, but the implied agreement is favors, here in the harem. We trade them like pure gold.”
I blink at her, processing. “Please be clear with me, June. I’m an uneducated woman.”
She twitches and stares at me. “Could have fooled me. Well, the best way to buy allies here is to ask His Majesty to bring a woman of your choice into his bed with you.”
I stare at her, wondering at what point these women lost their sanity. “You would waste wishes on a night with the king?”
She wags a finger at me. “It’s not a waste. It’s all we have.” She pushes away from the table. “Let me know if you want to get educated. I’ve been told I’m a good teacher.”
My gaze follows her sashaying body as she makes her way across the courtyard. I’m locked onto her like I can’t drag myself away. Something about her willowy form speaks of cultured grace, even though her temperament seems a little wilder than I would expect of nobles.
I shake my head, clearing my daze. Waste wishes on bedding a man? No way! No matter how thrilling he is to be with, I won’t tie myself to him that closely. It seems these women have forgotten to keep their attachments at bay, or perhaps it’s just impossible when he is the only piece of the outside world they can access. A shudder passes through me, and I tap my heart. Please, celestials, don’t let me lose my soul here.
Throwing off my day-terrors, I finish my food and then investigate every inch of the harem, followed by investing in the massage I skipped yesterday. When one of the Tamaris offers to file my nails, I discover that they are chipped, although I’ve no memory of how since I was perfectly manicured before being presented to the king. Less than forty-eight hours have passed since then, yet it feels like a lifetime ago. There’s still no sign of Mallory during the early supper, so as the sun sets and the sky begins a light show in pinks and oranges, I search out Varessa in the sunken courtyard.
“Has Mallory not come out yet?”
The dainty albino leans against the backrest of her woven cane seat, nibbling on a date. The last of the sunlight catches in her silver hair, brushing it with metallic gold and pink tones. “Girl, when Mall told you yesterday that the king wears us out, she was being polite. She means we’re trashed.”
I rub my hand across my mouth as I sit on the bench nearby, trying to hide my shock. “But he’s not violent, is he?” A chill creeps through my veins.
She shakes her head. “No, of course not. But it is hard work, and by the time it’s over, it’s as if our energy has been drained.” Her eyes narrow. “You didn’t feel it?”
I raise my hands. “Oh, I did, but perhaps because I slept . . .” My thoughts trail off when she turns her face away and huffs under her breath. Did I feel that drained? Now I’m curious. Perhaps the king just goes easy on his first night with a new woman, but I’m sure he said he was testing my limits. If I’m wrong, it might mean that my next time will be very different. Unease creeps up my spine.
“Do you mind? It’s annoying,” Varessa says, glaring. When I come up blank, she looks pointedly at the ground, where my bare foot is tapping a measured beat on the tiles.
“Oh, sorry.” I press down on my leg to stop the tick. I thought all those had been beaten out of me.
I lie back on the stone bench and watch the purple-bellied clouds with their bright gold lining. As the sky darkens from pink to mauve to navy, the clouds sink past the walls, racing after the sun like lonely ducklings. It would be nice to stay here a while and watch the stars come out. I don’t remember when I last watched the stars for fun, and now, for the first time in my life, I’m a lady of leisure. At least until the king calls next.




Chapter Ten
Sira
 
The gate opens with a loud creak, and the seneschal enters. At his wave, one of the Tamari uses a padded mallet to strike the gong hanging beside the doorway. The chatter of the concubines fades, replaced by the muted thumping of hurried steps and whispering fabric as those in the house come running. But most are already here. With their lives dictated by the call of that gong, I’m guessing it’s natural to gravitate this way once dusk falls and the torches are lit.
Not that it involves me. I’m more interested in June’s offer to learn to read. I had never considered it an option before since reading is for nobles, priests, and wealthy people. No one has money to waste on precious paper in a fisherman’s shack.
“Sira,” the steward’s deep voice rings out, shattering my concentration.
I hear muttered grumbles behind me as I push myself upright and climb the steps, my pulse speeding up. The whispers grow louder when the seneschal turns away, indicating there are no more names. Far more disturbing is the weight that settles in my chest. I’m about to learn if the king went easy on me last time, sooner rather than later.
The Tamari woman hisses at me when I follow the king’s man through the gate. When I stop, she passes me a veil. I frown at the heavy material but quickly slip on the veil when the seneschal turns to see what the hold-up is.
I hold in a sigh. This whole scenario is a bit of a bother. Without knowing which nights we will be called, it seems we must be prepared every night. I work at a few knots in my hair under the veil, not having expected the king to call me so soon. At least I’m well washed, and since every soap and massage oil is heavily layered in scent, I shouldn’t smell bad.
Instead of crossing the courtyard, the seneschal follows the red stone wall to a second gate. The pinpricks of nerves in my stomach transform into rocks that threaten to expel my dinner as he bids me wait next to the guards. Looking between the burly bodies of the knights, I see a dozen or so men gathered in a courtyard half the size of the women’s. Their faces are all shadowed in the dark, but they wear only loose wide-legged trousers, allowing the flickering torchlight to glint on bare chests. The gong rings, but it’s merely a formality since no one else joins the group of waiting men.
What sort of men does a king keep in his harem? The guards I overheard back in the city inn said they were warriors with sculpted bodies. Judging from the glimpses of figures in the compound, it seems the gossip was correct. I clench my hands together, feeling my ignorance matched only by my nerves.
Two names are called, and the seneschal returns through the gate, followed by the two concubines who I will share a bed with tonight. I can’t see their faces, since surprisingly, they both wear veils like mine, although the fabric is shorter, leaving their bare, well-muscled chests exposed. My nails dig deep into my palms as I wish I knew what will be expected of me tonight. Will the king watch or somehow take us on himself all at once? Given his incredible stamina, anything could be possible.
The two concubines move to flank me as we follow the seneschal, and I feel small between their tall frames. I wrap one hand across my churning midsection. As we leave the open courtyard and enter the hallway to the royal wing, a swinging hand brushes against the back of mine. A second later, fingers slip in mine, giving my hand a light squeeze.
Tears prickle in the back of my eyes at the gentle gesture of the man I’ve not met yet. That simple warmth reminds me that whatever awaits us can’t be worse than what I’ve left behind. I draw in a deep breath, pressing my worries into a dark corner. I squeeze back on the fingers in mine before they withdraw as we reach the well-lit entry to the king’s room.
I tense as the guards check our faces and press their hands into crevices of our bodies. The two veiled men widen their arms and legs naturally, at ease with this safety check, even joking with the guards. There’s strength in their ease that I draw from. As the hands run across me, I count fish in an imaginary net.
The seneschal knocks on the door, and a tiny bell sounds inside, which seems to be the go signal. The three of us enter and walk to the middle open space. Everything is the same as my last visit, from the thumping door closing us in, to the musicians in the corner who steal tiny glances at us.
I feel a bit more comfortable this time to inspect the rest of the bedroom. On the far side of the room is an area for dressing, with wooden privacy screens painted with the flaming bear that is His Majesty’s standard. There are doors on either side of the room that I didn’t notice last time, likely leading to a bathing area.
The men on either side of me go down on one knee, and I follow their lead, dropping both knees to the floor, a few beats behind.
“Rise.” The melodious voice comes from behind the curtain.
“Tyrone and Uri, be at ease. Sira, enter.”
I walk through the gap between the chaise lounges, drawing off my veil as I go. I hesitate long enough to suck in a deep breath before I part the curtain. I kneel on the edge of the giant bed and wait, not liking the way my heart skips a beat at the sight of my king. His open nightshirt exposes his sculpted, hairless chest, the edges casually resting against his nipples. Again, he has a book in his hand, but his intention is fixed on me, the golden orbs of his eyes studying me with an intensity I don’t understand.
“You look well,” he offers.
“I am well, my lord. Your harem boasts wonderful treatment.”
In contrast, there are dark rings under my lord’s eyes. His lips twitch. “Are you tired or in any pain or too swollen or stiff to serve me this night?”
My pulse picks up the pace. “I am in good health and ready to serve.”
He taps the book on his knee and frowns. “How long did you sleep yesterday?”
I bow my head until my forehead touches the covers. “Forgive me for falling asleep in your presence, my lord.”
“Rise.” He waves off my words. “You did nothing wrong. You are permitted to sleep if I keep you here. But I am referring to when you returned to the harem.”
“Oh.” I watch the witch light over his head as I think back. “I napped for an hour around lunchtime, then went to bed not long after sunset and woke with the sunrise.”
“That is all?”
“Yes.” I frown, not understanding. “I had the best sleep of the year in my lord’s bed. Why would I need much more?”
Something thickens in his aura. If his power was a beast, it would have just set me as its prey, yet I feel no fear. “Come here.”
As I crawl across the covers, I realize there’s a new bedspread. The change doesn’t stop the vivid memories of the way he took me all over this space two nights ago. My clit throbs in anticipation.
He reaches through the curtain to set his book on the bedside table, then opens his hands to me. He cradles my cheeks gently, turning my face from left to right as he studies me. His hands move down my visible skin as if checking for injury. He lifts my skirt and swipes one finger into my chasm, watching me for any sign of reaction.
I lick my lips. “I truly feel well, Your Maje—” I correct myself as he frowns, “my lord. I was a little tender, if that is what you are asking. But a bath has cured that.”
“I’m glad to see it is true.” His fingers brush the scar on my left wrist. Gently, he lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses the dark-red marks. “No more of these,” he promises, so quietly I have to lean closer to hear him.
My skin sparks with heat as his soft lips trail across the scar. Resting a single finger under my chin, he draws my lips to his. The touch of his mouth awakens something hungry within me, and I press closer. Our tongues rove, and our breath mixes until he draws back, smiling. He turns me around in his lap and drapes his arms over my shoulders.
“Enter, Uri and Tyrone.”
The two silhouettes rise from the couches and approach the bed. Unlike me, they leap onto the bed without hesitation, like overgrown puppies.
My king rests his cheek against mine. “Meet Uri and Tyrone, two of my favorites. Boys, meet Sira, my newest treasure.”
Heat burns in my ears at being called his treasure. I flatten my palms together and bow my head in their direction. Tyrone is fair-haired, with broad shoulders, a sharp nose, and a wide grin. Beside him, Uri has dark-brown hair and is slimmer, though still broader than the king. Their bare chests and cheeks are also smooth as the king’s. I lower my eyes from their bodies that would put some of the statues in Yellowgem Temple to shame. I have no idea if it’s irreverent to think of them that way, but these men are warriors, just like the king.
King Jasper tucks my long hair behind my ear. “Do you remember what I said on your first night?”
I swallow hard. “That I would share with others besides yourself?”
He slides his cheek across mine in a single nod. “Do you feel prepared?”
What a question! The tingles in my core go to war with the rocks in my belly. Goosebumps run down my arms as I wrestle with my words.
“Sira?” he prompts again.
“No, my lord, I am not prepared.” His body stiffens beneath me, so I hurry, my words tumbling out haphazardly. “I do not know how to prepare for something I have never done before, nor face expectations I am unaware of. But, if my lord will be patient with my ignorance, I am prepared to be taught.”
The pulse of his chuckle vibrates through my back. He kisses my shoulder. “Good girl. I’m very pleased with your professed ignorance. Fear not. You are in kind hands.” One sleeve of my dress slips down my arm as he bares my shoulder for another kiss before he releases me. “Go on over and introduce yourself with a kiss.”
I crawl the half dozen feet from between his legs to where the two men wait. The king’s boys, if these hulking men can be considered boys, watch me approach with bright eyes. The idea of introducing myself to strangers with a kiss is nerve-wracking until I remember the way the sea traders who would stop in at Westport greeted new friends.
Kneeling up, I rest my hands on Uri’s bulging shoulders and kiss his cheeks one after the other. I pause directly in front of his face and plead with my eyes for guidance. The faintest hint of a laugh whispers from his mouth before he wraps his arms around me and pashes me hard. My senses spin as his heated lips demand a response from deep in my soul. He’s passionate yet gentle in a way I didn’t know was possible for a man to be. I’m gasping when he releases me, the soft brush of his familiar fingertips across my upper arms informing me that he was the one who squeezed my hand outside.
“Hey, don’t wear her out!” Tyrone complains, grinning crookedly.
Behind me, the king laughs. “Don’t worry. She can outlast both of you.”
Tyrone and Uri exchange wide-eyed looks before Tyrone chuckles.
“I can’t wait to put that to the test. Come say hi.” He holds his hand out, and I swivel on my knees to repeat my cheek-kiss greeting. He grips my waist to pull me close, a hidden strength flexing in his muscles beyond the power of an athletic man. His kiss is hot and hard, and my body moistens as his chiseled torso presses against mine. By the time he releases me, I’m so breathless I fall. He catches me easily with one arm, laughing.
The king chuckles as well. Turning, I find that he has removed his clothes and now lays propped on his pillows, his stiffening cock held loosely in one hand. The sight of his casual grip on himself has my body flooding, and I gasp at the sensation of warm release between my thighs.
“You said you were willing to be taught, Sira, so I shall be blunt.” The king fixes me with his intense gaze, pinning me in place. “These two rascals are going to touch you and warm up your senses to pleasure you. You may touch them in any way you like.” His gaze shifts over my shoulder. “But they will not enter you. I am reserving that right for the moment.”
Tyrone’s arm around my waist tightens, but there’s no way of knowing which words affected him or why. My mouth suddenly feels dry.
“At times, I might give directions according to my desires. And then,” the king’s hand tightens on his manhood, “I’m going to take you just as hard as I did two nights ago, and Tyrone and Uri will help you to bear both my vigor and what you referred to as my burden.”
A quiver runs from my scalp to my toes as he lays out the night’s plan. The sensation is followed by a rush of adrenaline at the mental images swirling through my mind. Instead of shaking with anxiety at the unknown, I feel free—and oh so aroused.
My voice is breathy as I reply, “Thank you for explaining, my king.”
He smiles. “Begin by removing each other’s clothes.”




Chapter Eleven
Sira
 
Big hands reach for me. Tyrone lifts my hair off my shoulders as Uri rests his hands on my hips, brushing against the clasp of my dress. His eyes are green as spring grass and bright with interest.
“Are you ready?”
I smile, attempting to banish any hint of nerves. “I am in your hands, my friends.”
His nostrils flare in good humor as he unfastens me. They both move slowly, Tyrone’s hands coming over my shoulders to lower the sleeves. From the way they position me, I realize their actions are a show for our king, exposing a little of my skin and caressing it, sometimes hiding it under the fabric again before repeating.
As Uri pulls the dress away, Tyrone tugs on my hair, pulling my head back and exposing my bare body for view. Uri runs one finger from my navel right up my unprotected throat to my chin. My skin shivers, and my damp core squeezes in response.
Tyrone releases my hair. When I stay frozen in place, he guides my hands to Uri’s chest and runs them down the concubine’s torso. He swivels my body on the bed so I don’t obstruct the king’s line of sight. Uri stands, catching my hands in the waist of his trousers. Moving as slowly as they did, I drag the top of his pants down his hips. Heat fills my cheeks when the fabric catches on the erect cock within. After a firm tug, his fleshy manhood pops free, close to my face. I wasn’t sure if the male concubines would be eunuchs, but all the apparatus is definitely in place. It seems that the king has no ego these men can bruise. Although large, Uri doesn’t measure up to the royal size, which might be a relief because more than one erection of the king’s size would be my undoing. I chew on my lip, recalling that these cocks won’t be entering me, at least not tonight.
Uri kicks his pants aside, his body fluidly graceful on the unsteady surface of the bed. When I turn on my knees to attend to Tyrone’s trousers, Uri moves to press against my back, combing his fingers through my hair. I risk a glance at the king. His hand moves slowly up and down his shaft, and his lips part as he watches us. We are all here simply as tools for his pleasure, yet I feel a deep-seated warmth that I am a part of what makes his mouth curve upward.
My hands jerk against Tyrone’s hips as Uri’s hard length touches my head. He slides down me until he’s sitting close behind, his cock pressed up against my back. Tyrone’s hands rest on mine, folding my fingers into his trousers as we slide them down together. Like the one behind me, his cock is also at full attention, a pearly drop of honey beading the tip. On impulse, I brush my fingers across it in the way I want to touch His Majesty’s but dare not.
Tyrone jerks purposefully at my touch, grinning when my breath catches. Hands slide down my shoulders, and I’m spun and hoisted into Tyrone’s lap as he sits. We face the king, my back to the concubine’s chest. Tyrone rests his chin on my head as his hands wander over my shoulders to cup my breasts, and his thumbs begin to twitch across my nipples with a steady rhythm. I moan and lean into his solid chest.
Uri strokes his hands down my belly in long, massaging movements. His fingers sweep so close to my pussy that I quiver, but he never quite touches it. Instead, his tender touch trails down my legs. He opens one and then the other in a slow cadence intended to expose my core to the king. It’s a dance, and one I can understand. Smiling around the small gasps brought on by Tyrone’s relentless stirring of my nipples, I shift my leg back to the centerline each time Uri releases it. Left leg, right leg.
His chest pulses with a silent laugh as he catches on. He plays with my movements, his fingers drifting ever closer to my gash each time it is exposed. Then, as I begin to writhe from the pressure building in my core, Uri switches up the game, lifting my leg over his shoulder. I gasp as he trails soft fingers up my inner thigh, making my leg tremble.
My hands flex, needing purchase. The bed covers are too far away, so I dig into the underside of Tyrone’s thighs, moaning and lifting my ass. I never knew that touching a woman’s nipples and a few strokes of her legs could bring on this pounding inferno of heat that now rips through my core, demanding release.
“My lord!” I gasp, unsure if I’m permitted to climax without him.
“Do as your body wishes,” he says, his voice husky.
I lift my head from Tyrone’s shoulder to look at my lord. His eyes are fixed on me, his chest rising with a steady cadence as his hand pumps firmly on his engorged cock. I watch as that beast of a dick throbs under his hand, the veins standing out as his own pressure builds.
Heat floods through me. It’s too much. I cry out and bear down, squeezing my eyes against the force that ricochets through my body. My knees draw up by instinct, and Uri releases my leg. Tyrone never falters in his assault on my nipples as I ride through my peak. Only when I slump against him, gasping, does he slow his swirling of my points and cup my breasts instead, massaging gently.
I watch in fascinated horror as Uri rises, carrying something to the king in his cupped hands. My lord’s gaze holds mine as he dips a finger in the wetness in his concubine’s hands and raises it to his tongue. It can only be the spilled incense of my arousal. When my hand moves to cover my mouth, Tyrone catches it and traps it tight across my belly.
King Jasper licks his finger, a sly grin lifting one side of his mouth as he watches my reaction. He lifts his head and murmurs something to Uri, who adjusts his catch to free one hand. He also dips a finger in but then presses it to the king’s forehead, like some kind of blessing. I sit like a statue as Uri returns to us and does the same to Tyrone’s forehead, his own, then to mine. Uri’s hands drift to the bed covers, and the rest of my essence disappears. The damp spot on my forehead burns as if there’s some kind of spell placed there, binding us together.
The king speaks, his angelic voice husky. “Sira, do you know what pleases a man’s cock the most besides a woman’s cunt?”
A shiver runs down my spine at the rough edge in his tone. I recognize the look in his eye as he teeters on the brink of wildness. I cast my mind back to every experience I’ve ever had. Bane enjoyed seeing pain, especially a woman’s tears, but King Jasper is not like that. Cocks want warmth and moisture. I sit up straight, and Tyrone frees my hands. Silently, I run a finger across my lips, and the king nods.
I’m not certain what he wants me to do, but my body moves with desire, crawling across the bed toward the throbbing siren standing between his legs. I’ve wanted to hold and caress that tower of manhood from the moment I saw him holding it. Tonight will not be the first time I’ve taken a cock in my mouth, but as I look at the member pulsing and twitching under the king’s rocking hand, I realize it’s the first time I’ve wanted to suck one. Though I don’t think this one will fit well. The mushroom head flares as if reaching toward me. I drop my lips to the tip and kiss it.
When my lord removes his hand from the thick base, I cradle the throbbing cock lightly in my palms and take as much in my mouth as I can manage. He groans, and his hand threads through my hair. Holding the base as firmly as I dare, I suck. After a minute, his hips begin to surge, throwing off my rhythm. I gag as his length drives too deep. Heat washes my cheeks, but he patiently waits while I find my way back. Experimentally, I flick my tongue across the tip, and his stomach tenses as I find the warm groove.
“Oh, shit,” he mutters under his breath.
I grin around the burning flesh in my mouth, happy to discover that even the great kings can swear.
“Smack her,” he growls, a hint of humor lightening his reprimand. “She’s being impertinent.”
One of the boys slaps my exposed ass, and I yelp at the sting, then fold my lips around his length again.
The king groans again as I find a way to lick and suck with each pass. “Good girl,” he grates out, then pushes my head away. “Tyrone!”
The dark-haired man brushes past me and takes my place, sinking his mouth over our lord’s pulsating cock. I tumble against Uri, and he steadies me. Self-doubt squirms in my belly as I watch the burly warrior take the entire cock into his mouth and hit a steady rise-and-fall rhythm that has the king clenching and groaning. It’s not humanly possible to fit that much manhood only in the mouth.
“You did well,” Uri whispers in my ear, his thumbs rubbing across my shoulders. He guides me to move around Tyrone and into the king’s view. Uri reaches for the king’s chest, but he swats his hand away.
“Do this for him, Sira. Service my beautiful Uri.”
An opportunity to practice, perhaps. Uri stands on the bed, his legs spread for balance, placing his cock within reach of my mouth. I steady myself with one hand around his thigh before resting my lips around his swollen sword. He waits, as patient as the king, while I experiment with placement. His fingers brush through my hair in a tender action that makes me feel like we’ve been lovers for years. I manage to get the tip of him into my throat several times without gagging, and he rewards me with a pleased groan.
As I pleasure Uri side-on to the king, I watch as my lord writhes, almost at his limit. His eyes, when open, move from me to Uri’s face and back. A low moan pulses from his parted lips, and his hand pushes Tyrone’s head hard against his crotch. Our lord braces on his elbows as his body tenses.
My eyes widen as Tyrone does not falter or lose the rhythm once, even as the king bucks against him and fills his mouth. Instead, he swallows and continues until our lord spasms long and hard before he falls back, then strokes Tyrone’s head lovingly. Then, the concubine sits up and wipes his panting mouth. Catching my sidelong stare, he drops one eyelid in a wink. I dip my head in acknowledgment, not sure I could ever master such perfect control.
Instead, I focus on drawing Uri’s quivering cock as deep into my throat as I can. The man’s increasing moans tell me I’m getting better, and they seem to stir our lord as well. He sits up, one arm draped across his drawn-up knee.
“Withdraw, Sira.” There’s a familiar rumbling power of command in the king’s instruction. His magic is gathering. I pull back from Uri, and we all sit as if spellbound while Uri finishes himself in his hand with a groan.
When I glance at my lord, I see the fog rising in his eyes as he moves toward me. “Do you intend to run from me today, little rose?”
I shiver as invisible power presses against me. June’s comments ring in my ears. Perhaps the king was holding back the first time because now his aura is layered with a sharp tang that wasn’t present before. My heart reaches for him, but my traitorous body backs away from that boiling presence.
“Hold her down.”
Uri and Tyrone grip my shoulders and lay me on my back as the king opens my legs. I reach for him, wanting to be filled the way I remember, despite my fears. He allows me to cradle his jaw, even kissing my palm as he nudges his cock into my cave. Moaning, I slowly open to receive his massive size. He butts impatiently, sinking deeper and deeper with each thrust until he is hidden inside. Then he passes my hands to the boys, grips my hips, and begins his onslaught. At the same moment, his aura flexes, and the weight of his tingling, burdensome magic settles on me like a rock on my chest. My lungs shrink, and I gasp shallowly for air as I adjust.
“My lord,” Uri murmurs, watching me with a furrowed brow.
I shake my head. “Leave it be. I can take it.” I grit my teeth and throw my head back. The king pushes my body to the limits of fullness; not pain—never pain. Only breathlessness and burning desire rush in like a ship-killer storm, as wave upon wave of sensation crashes over my senses.
Uri and Tyrone hold my arms between them, and the whine of my moans has them both grunting and nursing their cocks with a free hand. Their restraint of me is solid. No amount of thrashing or writhing can loosen their hold. Dark memories of other times I’ve been restrained begin to rise, and I squeeze my eyes shut.
Warm lips brush mine, shocking me loose from the grip of the past. Uri has contorted himself over me to reach my mouth, the gentle giant reminding me that I’m safe. I curl my fingers around his vice grip in silent thanks, and he kisses me again. At first, it seems the boys aren’t affected by the weight of magic, but their movements begin to slow after a few minutes.
Only King Jasper, relieved of all that power, moves faster. He drives me to the edge of oblivion, and I cry out, my cave tightening so firmly around him that I’m afraid I’ll crush him. He groans, reaching forward to lean on the shoulders of the two men who pin me as he bursts open, filling me with his burning seed. My pulsing cunt squeezes him dry, drinking in the offering.
I sink, panting and he rests, braced over me. A satisfied smile crosses his lips, but the moment he opens his eyes, I see we’ve only just begun. One minute is all my stallion of a king needs to recharge. A powerful desire to help him blooms within me. Something about that tortured look in his heated gaze wants me to break open heaven and earth to help him find the rest he craves, to bear the burden I can all but feel hanging on his shoulders. I shake my arms, and Uri and Tyrone release me. Leaning on my elbows, I face the king.
“How may I serve you, my lord?” I beg.
He chuckles, the fire in his eyes blazing. He shifts back on the bed, waving me onto his lap, and the boys move with us. As I straddle him, he positions his cock. Tyrone holds my arm, keeping me upright as I slowly lower myself, sucking in our lord’s thick inches. Once in place, I rock, and the position fills me so deeply it feels like my organs might pop. Somehow, it’s still not enough to sate the desperate desire I have to please him.
“Give me more magic, my lord,” I beg.
He grips my legs with a grunt, and I feel the heavy blanket of his power drape further over my body. My vision blurs, and I lean back, looking for space in my lungs as I ride him like a horse racer. Someone’s hands trace the sensitive parts of my breast, and I see a blond head move between my knees to suckle at the king’s chest. But my reality spins, and stars pinch the edges of the room together until I can’t tell up from down. A fuzzy thought whispers around the edges of my consciousness, wondering if I made a mistake requesting more of his power, but I shove it aside. All that matters is this ride, the answering responses of the powerful body beneath me, and the unfurling galaxy of power within my core.
A voice I should know groans, and I want to shout along with it, but I have no air to spare. Heat floods my legs, but I can’t breathe. I tumble sideways into heavy blackness.




Chapter Twelve
Sira
 
Soft male voices filter into my awareness as I wake.
“. . . could be the key, but I’ll have to see who she’s compatible with. It will take some time.” The familiar resonant voice sounds near my ear.
I twitch, discovering an arm lying across my hip. The chatter of the peacocks outside tells me the night is over. I blink away the fog, trying to piece together my last conscious thoughts. As I stir, my chest aches with each rise and fall of my breath.
“She’s waking.”
I know that voice too. I blink away the film of sleep to find Uri and Tyrone sitting cross-legged on the bed, watching me wake. Soft white robes protect their backs from the chill in the morning air, framing their muscular pecs. My eyes widen as I recall pressing against those ripped bodies just a handful of hours ago.
My back is perfectly warm, which means I know who owns the arm holding me against his solid chest. My lord, the man who I want to serve, the man who I . . . oh, shit! The blood drains to my toes as I realize I didn’t pass out from exhaustion last night. I fainted due to lack of oxygen caused by receiving too much of his magic. Either way, I failed, succumbing to sleep in his presence while he was still awake.
“Sira?”
The king’s voice is neutral, but his eyes narrow when I twist in his hold to look at him. As our gaze locks, I feel his aura morph from calm to a pack of raging wild dogs. I swallow hard. Despite his casual grip on my body, this man is furious with me.
I scramble upright and back away, bowing my face into the covers. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty!” Tears leak from my eyes, feeling that seething power tower over me. I’m so stupid! I arrogantly thought I could bear all his burden, even after he’d clearly told me that wasn’t possible.
I can’t even lift my head to check if he looks rested. How could I sleep so well in his bed after fainting in his presence and failing to satisfy his needs? My hands clench into fists. Whatever chance I had at being of use to him now drifts away on the wind.
“You got greedy, Sira.” His voice is pure ice. “And you lied.”
There’s no excuse I can give. All my instincts for appeasing an angry master kick into place. “Yes, Your Majesty,” I say with a whimper.
“I promised you that I am a man not given to pain, but you will be punished for this. You must never repeat your greed.”
“Of course.” A sob catches in my throat. A bell rings, tolling out my fate in tinkling tones that are far too gentle for this situation.
Strong arms draw me backward, and I shuffle off the bed. The royal servants filling the room pretend not to watch as the boys lead me away from the bed. King Jasper disappears behind his privacy screens and returns a moment later, wearing a robe and dangling a leather belt from his hand. The sight of it leeches the remaining strength from my muscles.
“Please, no,” I beg, tears blurring my vision. I can’t drag my eyes away from the deathly brown leather swinging in his grip. My head turns, tracking that ghost of my past as he hands it to Tyrone.
My whole body trembles as Uri bends me over the back of the sofa and gathers my hair off my naked back. The room darkens until I stand in a cave with no windows, a chamber that has me dry retching from the smell of old blood and piss and mold. But I escaped, didn’t I? My fingertips grip into soft satin cushions with braided tassels, and I clutch them, desperately trying to stay grounded in the present. I wronged the king, so I deserve this.
The belt snaps across my bare ass once, and I scream. Bane’s liquor-imbued stench fills my nostrils.
That’s it, girl, cry for me. Weep for me!
A second sting across my back cracks me apart, and I fall into an abyss.
I scream with the broken voice of my past. “No more! I submit, master! I submit! Take your fill.” My whole body spasms uncontrollably, and a low wail keens from my throat, the sounds Bane loves to hear. I cringe against the next blow, but it never comes. Maybe master tired his arm or reached his ejaculation early.
A voice I don’t know pierces the fog. “Clear the room!” The authority of the command has me trying to crawl away, but something holds me in place. “Not you, boys.”
I should know that voice, but it’s no one from master’s household. Is he selling me, or pawning me off to one of his flea-ridden subordinates like he always threatened? I jerk as my hands come free from the noose, and suddenly, I’m no longer straddled across the rough wooden table in Bane’s playroom.
Gentle hands cradle my face, and a voice murmurs to me. They must be the hands of an angel, and I must be dead because no mere human could sound so divine.
“Come back to me, Sira,” the male tone coaxes. A faint light glows at the edge of my vision, and I blink. My naked body is cradled in strong arms on a silk brocade couch. Yes, I’m well and truly dead, but it seems that the afterworld is a beautiful place.
“Sira, look at me.”
I can’t resist the underlying murmur of authority in that voice. I look up into eyes as gold as the shining sun. Long white hair frames the man’s perfectly carved face. I reach out a hand to touch my angel, stroking a finger along his firm jaw. I blink at him, and my senses begin to knit together. Not an angel, but a man, the man who saved me from choosing death.
“My lord?”
He sighs. I glance up and spot Uri and Tyrone over his shoulder. The belt still dangles from the concubine’s hand, and I gasp and flinch away from it. Mortifying memory floods through me, splintering my heart with the gravity of my actions. I try to pull away so I can throw myself at his feet, but the king has me locked in his embrace. He grips my face, forcing me to meet his focused eyes again.
“Answer me truthfully. Did someone in your past use a belt or whip on you during intercourse?” His long fingers trace the old scars on my back. “Is that where these came from?”
The memories I’ve tried so hard to bury bubble up inside me and burst out as tears. I nod miserably, then fold into his chest, sobbing. He holds me tight for a minute before patting my back.
“Calm yourself. The past no longer holds you.” He runs fingers through his hair. “It was an unjust selection for your punishment.” He waves a hand over his shoulder, and Tyrone disappears, taking the instrument of my undoing with him. “What things do you enjoy that I could take away from you instead?”
“Food,” the answer tumbles from my mouth without a second of hesitation. “I love eating since it has at times been . . .” I clamp my loose lips shut since those complaints are also memories from my past. When I pull from his grip, my lord releases me. I slip to the floor, bowing my head against his hand. “Let me fast for two weeks as punishment for my failings.”
His hand flexes. “Two weeks? You are severe upon yourself. And failings?” Suspicion enters his voice. “What exactly do you think I am punishing you for?”
I blink and look up. “For failing to satisfy your needs and falling asleep in His Majesty’s presence.”
“What? Asleep?” His head rears back, and he yanks his hand away. He’s pale as a sheet and I’m sure I see an angry tremor make his hand twitch. “No, that’s . . .” He stands, brushing me aside. “I’m beyond this now. Uri, come and reason with this woman.” He snaps his fingers at Tyrone. “You, help me dress. The day is speeding away, and my servants are gone.”
The hope within me splinters into a thousand fragments when he walks off. I came to the palace not expecting to care for the king’s regards, only to discover that the very thing I had decided to avoid fanned to life something inside me that I thought long dead: devotion, purpose, and desire. I crumple to the ground, but strong hands lift me and bundle me into the seat still warm from my lord’s body. A steadying weight rests across my knees as Uri crouches at my feet.
“Sira.” A gentle hand strokes my wet cheek. “Listen, please.” I can’t deny the tender request in this man’s soft voice. His whispers crooned beautiful things in the evening, which I ruined. “You are not being disciplined for not satisfying our lord. You are in trouble for risking your life.”
My mind blanks. “What?” I stare down at the man in front of me.
“You didn’t just pass out, woman. You stopped breathing.”
“I . . . I stopped breathing?” I peer into Uri’s face, trying to make sense of his words.
The king’s scathing voice calls from beyond the screen. “You took on more of my power than you can handle, greedy woman! And it almost killed you.”
“Oh.” My lips form the word, then remain hanging open in a circle.
“But I just wanted,” my voice drops to a whisper as I glance toward the screen that does nothing to shield me from the king’s turbulent aura, “to serve him.”
Uri smiles. “We know, but you can’t serve if you’re dead.”
I shake my head. “But my life doesn’t matter. It’s the king’s pleasure that . . .”
Pottery crashes on the other side of the screen, and Uri winces. The king in question strides across the room, his aura a seething storm that I shrink from.
“Your life doesn’t matter? Think again, foolish woman! Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting to . . .”?
Uri flaps his hand against our lord’s half-buttoned shirt. “You’re scaring her, my lord. Let me do my job.”
I gape as my lord, the great mage King Jasper, turns with a huff and stalks back to his dressing room. Uri closes my hanging jaw, then presses his finger to his lips in a conspiratorial gesture.
“Sira, you are the king’s woman, so that makes you one of the most precious beings on the planet. More than that, you seem to have a rare aptitude for handling the drain of his magic, so you must treat your life with the greatest respect.”
“Me, precious?” I’m about to snort when Uri covers my mouth with his hand. He answers my questioning look by tipping his head over his shoulder. I nod and roll my lip between my teeth to keep silent. I don’t want to trigger my king’s temper again with more careless words.
Uri leans his forehead against mine and whispers. “I was a slave once, so I know how it feels. But you are not the same woman you used to be. You must value yourself more.”
My brow furrows, and I clutch at his arms across my knees. “So, I’m not in trouble for failing to last?”
He chuckles. “No, so long as we subtract the part about you not breathing.” He taps my skull. “Why do you think several of us come into his bed at a time?”
I sit straighter, and Uri bounces up from his crouch to sit beside me. I lean my head against his shoulder as I think back.
“His Majesty told me last time. It’s because one person cannot bear the weight alone.”
He pats my hand. “Then he has already confided in you more than most concubines in the harem. I suggest you use a little more of your wisdom because I’m fond of you already, and I’d like to play with you again.” He looks at something over my shoulder. “And perhaps witness this rumor of your incredible stamina.”
“I’d like that too, if His Majesty will have me back,” I say as I twist to look behind us.
King Jasper is there, and my pulse quickens at the sight of him dressed in the black, silver, and purple of his royal suit. I’ve only ever witnessed him in casual dress, but with a sword at his side and the purple sash of his royal rank draped across his chest, I find myself lost for words. I slip from the couch and drop to my knees before him.
“Do you understand the error of your ways now?” His voice still contains hints of his frustrated growl.
I rest my forehead on the thick threads of the rug. “I do, Your Majesty. I will treasure my life more carefully in the future, for I am the possession of a powerful king, and my body is valuable.”
He sniffs. “See that you remember. I will not summon you for a week, so rest and reflect on your mistake.” His polished, high-top boots come into my view, and a hand rests on my head. “And try to build friendships with the other women. If you have truly learned something today, you will understand that pleasing me is a team effort. There will be no more talk of discipline on this matter, as I think you have suffered enough. Now, I have to leave. We’ve already held up the council.”
He strides from the room, and I sit up, watching his back disappear through the giant paneled doors.
I chew on my lip, feeling the unease in his receding aura. “Did he rest enough?”
Tyrone chuckles and comes to lean on the armrest of my chair. “Fret not, little dove. Once your life was assured, we worked our lord twice as hard to reduce his temper.”
This close, I notice the dark shadows under his eyes and the droop of his shoulders. It seems that the men are not immune to the weight of the king’s magic, although they seem to be bearing it better than the exhaustion Varessa warned me about. Maybe it’s because they are so much stronger and physically fitter.
Uri offers me a sleepy smile. “He slept well with you in his arms.”
Heat washes through my chest. “Who brought me back?”
“Our lord, of course.”
I bow my head. Twice now, King Jasper has saved me from the path of death. Twice over, I owe him my life.
Lifting Uri’s hand to my lips, I kiss it, then do the same with Tyrone’s. “Thank you for teaching me. I won’t disappoint you again.”
They share a grin. “Aye, I have a feeling that’s true,” Tyrone says.




Chapter Thirteen
Sira
 
The entire women’s harem has gathered in the courtyard to see me arrive. Judging by the way their faces and bodies close up at the sight of me, I can tell the news of my punishment has already spread. So much for confidentiality in the king’s bedroom, but I already knew it was leaky. Plus, I have no idea how many people were present to witness my humiliation before he dismissed them.
My ears burn as I walk down the steps and cross the tiled pavement. The women open a path, lashing me with their indignant stares and acrid auras. I can’t blame them for their anger since I’m mad at myself. To fail our lord and receive punishment disgraces the whole harem. I pass through in silence until Lady Kiara blocks my way.
“Not so cocky this morning, are you, new woman?” She folds her arms across her chest. The other concubines crowd around, and even the breeze dies down to hear my answer.
I meet her narrowed eyes and stifle a sigh. I need to make friends here for the king’s sake, but I know from the darkening of her aura that this woman will never make the cut. She’ll tear me down, if she can manage it, to raise herself to the top. But she has not experienced one-tenth of the hardships I have.
Despite the king punishing me, he said he would call me after a week apart. That seems to be more promise than most women here receive from him. Now that my adrenaline is fading, a shadow memory remains of waking with his arm hugging my hip and his warm body surrounding me.
A faint smile curves my lips. “Yet, despite my error, I remained in His Majesty’s bed the entire night.”
She hisses under her breath. “That has no bearing on faults done in the morning.”
I meet her sharp brown eyes straight-on. “My infraction occurred within the first two hours of my stay in the king’s chambers. He also said there would be no more talk of it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to wash up.” The women murmur as I beeline for the washroom.
As much as I want a long hot soak, I can feel their eyes on me as I rinse, filled with curiosity and resentment. Whenever I look around, the clusters of women going about their bathing turn away from me and pretend they are talking about something else. I shouldn’t let it bother me, but it’s been an emotional morning, and I need my privacy. I scrub quickly in the rinse basin while the woman I have claimed as my Tamari pours water over me to rinse the soap. Before I slip into a dress, she silently covers the two bruised lines on my ass with aloe gel.
Even if it’s her job, the gentle gesture from the slave woman threatens to undo me. I grip her hand tightly in thanks, not sure if I’m clinging to her for strength or just because her status is what’s most familiar to me.
Once I am alone in my room, memories come flooding back, and I press my fists to my eyes to force away the tears. How could I neglect my limits so badly, and since when did I, an escaped slave, develop so much arrogance?
Maybe it’s because no one has cared about my limits for three long years. Escaping Bane birthed a dangerous glimmer of hope within that is unthawing me and releasing the woman I used to be before he broke me—the woman who danced beside the shaman before the fishing boats left in the afternoons, teased the village’s young men, and thought she could take on the world. The woman who set about rearranging the humble cabin of her new husband, much to his dismay.
Ben, my husband. I bury my face in my hands. I didn’t exactly adore him, but we got along well. He did his best to satisfy me in the bed and often claimed himself to be a lucky man. The problem is, I can’t remember his face. Only the battered corpse the warlord left behind stays in my blurred memory. Tears leaks down my cheek as I numbly attempt to blink away the horrors.
I toss and turn for hours, recalling each of the precious people Bane tore from my hands. My parents, elder sister, the village shaman, and the fiddler who played the fishing dance were all mercilessly slain.
As evening shadow gives way to the creeping night, the darkest memories slip from the cracks of my soul. I tremble at the images that flood through me: Bane with his ropes and whips and the stinking odor that came not just from his clothes but deep within his body as it covered mine. Women turning on each other at his evil command.
The tears flow harder and faster, and I curl myself into a ball, cradling the scars on my wrist. If only Bane had never come to our village, I could have been happy living simply with Ben in our thatched hut, surrounded by the salty tang of the ocean and the cry of gulls. Given more time, we might have conceived and taught our curly-haired children to fish or chased them in the sand—maybe.
But the warlord came and destroyed everything. The things I endured scarred far deeper into the soul than the marks on my body. Days of hunger and watching his other women turn on each other in desperation. Above it, all floats the haunting remnant of Bane’s wicked laugh and his snuffling moans as he got off on our tears and blood and death. The hours trickle by full of ghosts of pain and suffering as I sob into my pillow.
By morning, I’m cried out but not yet ready to face the world. I turn my pillow over, searching for a dry spot on the pink silk. I also don’t want to eat.
His Majesty said I didn’t need further punishment, but clearing my stomach reminds me of the reason I’m here: for safety, the safety given to me by a man with kind golden eyes who turned me away from a path of self-destruction and saved my life—twice.
For three years, my only purpose in life was to escape Bane. Once I reached Gretolia, I gained my freedom—to a degree—but lost my goal. However, in just one night with my lord, I found a new one in the man full of kindness and power who suffers from a heavy burden, a man who is more concerned about my wellbeing than his own satisfaction. No matter how small my role is going forward, I want to be a part of anything I can do to serve him. Never again will I treat my life so carelessly.
I give the warmth in my heart a stiff examination. There’s foolishness there and far too much hope for a woman like me, but my lord said I was precious, or his boys did, which amounts to the same thing. My lord would never have been that angry if it wasn’t true, so I hold that knowledge close to me.
The hours fade into each other as I lay on the bed in a haze somewhere between sleep and wakefulness, between memory and reality. The shadows through the window lengthen and darken, and the gong rings clear across the courtyard. I don’t bother rising.




Chapter Fourteen
Jasper
 
“Your Majesty?”
I blink, forcing my tired mind back to the council chamber and the eight old noblemen who sit along the wings of the ancient mahogany table, expecting me to solve all their problems.
My head is pounding from lack of sleep, and a dangerous fizz flows through my body, telling me I’m close to my limit though it’s not even suppertime. I push my chair back and begin pacing near the fireplace. Even though my legs feel ready to collapse, the pulsating power within drives me to find movement. Only in the throne room do I completely suppress the need for motion.
I waste a useless thought trying to remember how it felt when I was young, before the war, and before my magic doubled, then tripled in strength. The constant clash of endless energy and complete exhaustion threaten my concentration daily, but I’ve schooled myself for years to push through the haze. Despite the burden, I can never resent the gift I possess. The magic that haunts me also gave me the strength to become king and reunite this great country.
But something entirely different from magic distracts me today. A persistent image haunts me—of a slender woman with a pair of fine dark eyes surrounded by damp hair making soft cooing moans as I fill her. Sira. She has stolen my sanity, or what’s left of it. Her intrusion in my daytime thoughts is every bit as shocking as the memory of her cowering, begging, and sobbing on my couch the last I saw her.
Maybe punishing her was unnecessary, but she told me she could handle the amount of power I gave her! Then she toppled over on me; her heart stopped dead! Adrenaline spikes through me from the memory. I absolutely cannot go through that nightmare again!
I flex my hand, releasing a little magic into the mage globes in the room, banishing the late-afternoon shadows and the images of Sira at the same time.
Clearing my voice, I turn back to the table. “Where were we?”
My secretary runs a quill down his page. “Reports from the Yarim District, Your Majesty.”
I nod. The most recent battles of our bloody fight for the crown hit Yarim on the outer borders of Gretolia the hardest. Two towns were damaged during my final battle with Prince Gragam last year.
Fourteen brothers down, one to go. If they could have just bowed their heads to a younger brother, I could have been merciful. But every damn one fought me for the throne, turning the nobles, gentry, and even army into a pigsty of discord over the years. I clench my fist. I don’t have time for distractions of the female kind, and I definitely won’t tolerate women not valuing their own lives. Shit! What she said about trading her life for my pleasure makes my stomach churn even now. How could such a precious being value herself so little? If I hadn’t jolted her heart with raw power, we’d be preparing a funeral right now. A tremor runs through my legs.
I lean on the carved backrest of my chair and wave my hand for the discussion to continue. My treasury is hemorrhaging from trying to patch up each affected district and placate the nobles who have shown any traces of loyalty. I trace the overfed, wrinkled faces around the table, wondering which ones of them have hedged their bets with Prince Farah.
By now, they are aware of my formidable power and the ruthless determination of my shadow hunter, the man who made this kingdom mine. Surely, they wouldn’t be so stupid as to turn against me when the war is almost over. What they ever think that back-stabbing bastard could offer as king is beyond me. He’s a snake who smiles prettily but never keeps his word. I grip the wooden scrollwork of the chair until the points dig deep into my skin. Once I have him in my grip, I’ll end the madness that has plagued our family.
When that’s done, I’ll turn my attention to starting a real family with people I can trust and a small number of children. Sira’s dark, fluttering lashes pop into my mind, and I stifle a groan.
“. . . with the Westrim Bridge down, aid has been slow, and we haven’t been able to transport the timber for rebuilding.”
I stiffen. “Wait. The Westrim Bridge is inaccessible?” I glare down the table at Lord Elrik, who steadily avoids my eyes. “Lord Elrik, did I not command you to have the bridge repaired two seasons ago?”
“Well, Your Majesty, I understood it as a request,” he stammers with a glib smile. “And we had harvest to take care of, and then . . .” he meets my eyes and falters to a stop under my withering gaze.
“Elrik, my words are not mere suggestions for you to apply as you please.” A warning note grates in my tone as a headache blooms behind my eyes. “Half the township burned to the ground thanks to my rebellious brother, and you have left them to suffer through winter with no storage barns and town hall?”
“Oh, they’ve had assistance, Your Majesty! It’s not so severe.” He looks to the other councilors for support, but they all pay special attention to the parchment scattered on the table.
I point to the door. “You will leave now, and I will not see your face again in court until the bridge is repaired and you have inspected it personally. I will expect a full report in two weeks.”
His mouth drops open at the idea of traveling the long distance personally, but he knows better than to argue with me. The puffy lord scoots away from the table, scrapes a bow that barely meets protocol, and rushes from the room, breathing loudly. Incompetent fool! I scowl at his back and pray he gets a nasty riding rash. Although lazy, Elrik’s saving grace is that he was my father’s treasurer and remained neutral throughout the wars.
Thinking of sore legs makes me wonder how Sira is coping with the aftereffects of my power transfer, and the method I use to affect the exchange. It’s hard to believe she had nothing more than a short nap the day after our first night together. But what about after she stopped breathing? Have there been any side effects to her lovely body?
Blood rushes to my cock, and I grip the chair tightly in surprise. Of course, any new member to my harem brings an element of interest for a short time, but this is a more dangerous sensation. This borders on the strength of my connection to Tyrone and Uri, men who have served me for years, and saved my life. I push away the idea that it even approaches the powerful instant connection I felt with my Li. Just because my magic instinctively went to her at the temple, and every time I’ve lain with her, and just because she can carry more of me than anyone else, and I’ve slept better after her than I can remember for years, does not mean I can get attached. Especially since I know nothing about her.
I want to know her story. It’s likely she’s a former slave, judging by the shackle marks on her wrist. That’s not a problem in itself since Uri used to be a slave, and he’s as dear to me as my own heart. But Sira is haunted by something in her past.
The late-afternoon sun drops low enough to slant into my eyes. A servant steps forward to draw the curtains, but I shake my head. I know my limits, and I’ve reached them for the day.
“Council dismissed. We will continue tomorrow.”
The men rise, bow and shuffle their papers into submission. If only my restless mind could be so easily tamed!
Stepping out of the council chamber and into the courtyard of the Sun Warrior, I suck in a deep lungful of fresh air, thankful that it doesn’t smell of old men and their hair oils. Across the courtyard rises the red stone wall of my harem. Somewhere within, my newest concubine waits for me.
“Leroy?”
The seneschal springs to my side. “Yes, Your Majesty?”
I turn and walk to my rooms. “How did the new woman look to you the past two evenings?”
“I cannot say. She did not present for the summons.”
My steps slow, then I shake my head. Well, I did tell her I wouldn’t call her for a week. I shouldn’t worry.
“I am told she has stayed in her room and refused food, Your Majesty.”
Stopping, I turn to look at him. If Leroy has been getting information, perhaps he’s already guessed at my unusual interest in Sira. He’s very efficient at his job, and he knows me too well.
Sira is fasting? A pang of alarm whips through my chest. She said she would fast for two weeks. What kind of life has she endured to be so quick to volunteer for such a severe punishment? Has she been expected to fast like this in the past?
I walk to my room in silence, and my personal attendants help me tidy up for the royal supper. I come very close to skipping the meal altogether, but I’ll go just to keep myself disciplined. Order is essential, and at a crucial time like this, with rumors of my brother circulating, I need to reassure my court that all is well, even when I feel like I’m dying a little inside every day.
“Who shall I call for this evening, Your Majesty?”
I need a distraction, someone lovely and charming to fill my hands. “Mallory—and Giley.” Two red heads should be able to crowd out the other woman in my brain. “And Uri.” The gentle concubine’s presence always calms me. Mental images of Sira spread across Tyrone’s lap with Uri catching the evidence of her first orgasm in his big hands has my cock straining against my pants and my magic blooming. A moan escapes me, and I lean against the wall to brace from the force of the memory.
Shit! Shit! Shit! I’m an animal. I never should have learned to channel the power into sexual activity!
“Your Majesty?” Leroy’s brows knit together with worry.
Straightening with a deep breath, I take the belt inlaid with gold that an attendant offers. “No, not Uri.” He’ll remind me too much of her. I cinch the leather snugly. I’m a terrible beast of a man who abuses the bodies and spirits of his concubines and brings them death. When Sira, my little rose, tumbled lifeless from me on the bed, the edges of my sanity threatened to crumble again. Just remembering makes me tremble. I refuse to make that mistake ever again. There won’t be another incident, another body to commemorate the monster I am. I suppress a shudder.
Leroy directs a servant to bring forward my royal sash. He steps close and slips it over my head himself. “Shall I call for the new woman?”
I grit my teeth and shake my head. “No. I said I would give her a week. Bring me Alexander.” My magic doesn’t take well to the flamboyant show pony of a man, so I’ll have to concentrate hard on our connection. That ought to do the trick.
“As you wish, Your Majesty.”
With a dry laugh, I head to the banquet hall. What I wish? I grant others’ wishes, not get my own answered.
∞∞∞
 
Alexander does not do the trick. Four hours later, lathered in sweat, with my magic still pulsing at nearly top frequency, I lie back on the bed with a groan. The three naked concubines fill my arms, their bodies sluggish from our union—both the physical and the magic one they don’t even know about. Only Li, Uri, and Tyron know exactly what I do in this bedroom under the guise of sexual frenzy—and now, Sira.
Despite my best efforts, I cannot dismiss her from my mind. My magic wants to rest on her. With Sira, the transfer is as smooth as my sword sinking into its sheath. By comparison, transferring to Alexander is like threading a needle with a ship’s anchor. But the evening has not been in vain. I think I’ve taken enough of the edge off my internal maelstrom to consider sleeping.
Alexander walks his fingers down my stomach, but I push his hand away, my insides knotted with self-disgust. These beautiful people depend on me for their wellbeing, but instead, I just take and take from them, abusing their bodies while I lay my power on them just enough to allow me to rest and retain my sanity. I’m a tyrant in my own way. My hands are stained with invisible blood, even as I caress the soft skin of my concubines.
And I must continue to do so for the good of the kingdom. I cover my eyes with the back of one hand, blocking out the soft purple glow of my overhead mage lights. Gretolia comes first. Without the rituals I observe in this bed, my magic would overwhelm me, driving me to madness. This nation needs me, and I need my bedmates.
One day I hope to tell my concubines the truth—not all of them, but a small group I can trust with my life, who can receive my power easily, in equal share, and get along with each other. I suppress a bitter laugh. Consorts who can share my secret burden. I will not repeat my father’s mistakes of allowing his household to descend into bitterness and rivalry.
But my dream might be impossible. Or it was.
Something about Sira and the way she handles my power has a flicker of hope growing in the shadows of my heart.
A warm mouth laps at my flaccid cock, and I twitch in surprise. Alexander grins at me from between my knees, the bright blue paint bordering his eyes flickering as he winks. My chest pulses with a small laugh. He’s cheeky and persistent, and his stronger, masculine frame bears less of the draining effect my magic has on the women—once I finally get my magic attached. But I’m also aware part of his persistence spawns from his desire to boast to the other boys about how many times I had him.
I know I’m the luckiest man alive to have so many amazing beings at my call. If I was not always so fearful of their wellbeing or watching my back for assassins, perhaps I could enjoy them more. There was a concubine once who attempted to kill me. Could Sira be a plant from my enemies also? Surely not. Something so very sweet in her manner tells me she values life, just not her own.
As Alexander’s tongue caresses me, the insatiable appetites surge, along with the blood in my groin. Warm hands stir across my chest, stoking the fires as Giley rubs her athletic body along my side, silently begging. My magic instantly whips into a frenzy, demanding action. Rolling to my knees, I grab her, checking her crevasse for dampness before plunging in deep. Giley cries out, and I groan as I sink deep into her dark warmth. I reach for Alexander and drag him against my mouth, devouring.
Beautiful Mallory presses against my back, the fullness of her generous breasts massaging me as she reaches beneath me to stroke my balls. I groan and am swept away by the frenzy that distorts my sense of time and space.
When I come to, for a second, I think the lithe body in my arms is Sira. But no, Sira is thinner and will be even more so if she’s fasting. I never expected her to react so badly to punishment. It was a misjudgment on my part to part to have her smacked, even though my choice was borne of terror for her safety. When I think of how she toppled off me lifeless, and later claimed her death didn’t matter if it was for the sake of my use, I feel like punishing her all over again. More powerful is the desire to make love to her endlessly and teach her how valuable she is. Shit, she scared me. I roll away from Giley to sit on the side of the bed and rest my face in my hands. I’m in trouble.
Suppressing a sigh, I draw my magic back from their bodies. “Thank you, my darlings,” I grate out hoarsely. “You are dismissed.”
The covers rustle as the three concubines climb off the far side of the bed. Soon, I’ll be left in the quiet with only my thoughts and enough weariness to sleep until the first touches of dawn paint the sky. How long have I existed on four or five hours of sleep a night? It has been years now, since I first killed my brother Thomak and my power went haywire—except for the times I’ve slept with Li and now Sira.
Thoughts of her torment me. I’m angry with her for taking more of my power than she could bear, angrier with myself for letting it happen and courting disaster. I almost lost another one to my negligence. Sira must learn her lesson, but I don’t want her to suffer. The week is dragging by too slowly. I can’t wait for piecemeal reports from the harem.
“Mallory, wait.”
“Yes, my lord?”
“Stay.”
Leroy mentioned Mallory has been one of the first to befriend my newest concubine. It’s no surprise, given my plump woman’s big heart. She’s one of my absolute favorites, taking my magic easily, although not able to receive as much as some of the others. Of course, her generous curves give a man something to sink his hands into and discover new holds every time. And her cunt approaches the divine.
She comes to stand before me, her dress lopsided and exposing most of one rounded moon of her chest. My heart warms, looking at the sleepy droop of her red-tinged lashes and the tangles I’ve created in the curls that fall all the way to her hips.
Instinctively, I pull her onto my lap, loving the knowledge that her core is spread wide, barely inches from my cock. I slide my hands under her dress to grip warm, fleshy thighs.
“Are you happy in my harem?”
She blinks at me, clearly searching for hidden meanings in my question. “Of course, my lord. You know I adore serving you, and our needs are all well met in your care.”
“I’m concerned that harem life is not easy on my women.”
She cocks her head, pale-blue eyes roving my face. “My lord, I have no complaints. I only wish to be in your bed as often as possible. If there is any tiredness in our bodies, we carry it as a mark of honor, a testament to our king’s mighty stamina.”
I smile, my heart swelling at the enthusiasm that shines through her voice. I hope the others feel the same way. Clearing my voice, I ask, “And what about the new woman?”
She freezes. “Sira?”
“Yes. How was she after her last morning with me?”
Mallory’s lips purse, and her eyes flicker as she thinks back. I caress her legs gently, hoping I haven’t offended her by asking about another woman. I’ve tried to be careful over the years not to stoke any flames of jealousy and discord in the harem. In my experience, Mallory is easygoing, which is exactly why I’m asking her. She also doesn’t have any political tangles I need to dodge.
“We heard she had been disciplined, but on arrival, she seemed her usual capable self. Lady Who . . . I mean, Kiara tried to hassle her, but Sira shut her down easily.” Mallory traces a finger across her lips as she pauses to think. The unconscious act sends trickles of sweet desire running through my chest. “But she went straight to her room and hasn’t been out except for short necessities.”
“She hasn’t been eating?”
“No, my lord. It’s a bit of a worry.”
From the deep crease lines across her forehead, I can tell Mallory truly is concerned. It’s a good sign. I’d like to see them close, and I’m suddenly curious about how well they would take to my bed together.
“Tell Sira I command she ends her fast.”
Mallory straightens. “I will, my lord!”
How can a demon of a man be as blessed as I am? Her willingness to serve and the curve of her breast with its faint hint of an areola hidden by the drape of fabric across her chest undoes me. I fall backward, dragging Mallory with me. She squeaks as I tear aside the dress and draw her long nipple into my mouth. A second later, she’s moaning as I suckle her hard, the sounds a siren’s call to my straining erection and flaring magic. My hands close around as much of her as I can hold, squeezing her against me.
Once more, and then I’ll sleep. I really am no better than an animal.




Chapter Fifteen
Sira
 
My dreams are troubled, but I can’t remember them as I wake on the morning of the third day with my belly clinging to my spine and grumbling loudly. Stretching lazily, I change my dress, watching as the sunrise dawns in pink glory through my window. Today is my new beginning.
As I wash my face in the basin, the door creaks open, and Mallory leans against the doorframe. There are dark circles under her eyes, and her shoulders seem weighed down. She must have been with the king during one of the nights of my self-isolation.
“His Majesty commands you end your fast.” Her lips purse as she sweeps me up and down with a stern look.
Butterflies hatch in my stomach as I realize the king must have enquired after me. “I was on my way down.” I offer her a shy smile.
“Good.” She chucks her head in the direction of the hallway. “Not many are awake. Come eat with me.”
I follow her quietly down the stairs, and the slaves serve us bowls of scalding porridge. The first wisp of steam carries the scent of sultanas and honey to my mouth, which immediately waters so hard I drool.
Mallory leads me to a bench out in the courtyard and positions us facing back to the house, where we can see if anyone approaches. The cold of the night still lingers in the stone and leaches into my thighs as I sit.
I stir my bowl to let out more steam and sneak a peek at her. Her chestnut waves are pulled away from her face with a scarf, complimented by the jade silk dress that hugs her generous curves. If I can’t stop looking at the mounds of her breasts and thighs, it’s probably because I haven’t seen a woman who wasn’t skin and bone in years.
I clear my throat. “Won’t association with me tarnish your reputation?”
She shoots me a sharp look but takes a bite of her porridge and chews on it before answering. She points with her spoon for me to do the same. Once she’s satisfied I’m eating, she sets the bowl in her lap.
“Never in my four years has the king asked me about another woman—until yesterday.”
I freeze. “He asked you about me?”
“Yes.” She frowns. “He wanted to know what became of you when you returned to the harem after that morning.” She draws her knees up and rests her bowl on them. “You made a mistake, didn’t you?”
I drop my head and stir the porridge around as heat burns my cheeks. “I was foolish and arrogant.”
“What did you do?”
Chewing on my lip, I consider what to tell her. From what Uri said, most of the women don’t know that the king uses intercourse to unburden himself of excess magic, or maybe he uses our bodies to store his power temporarily; I don’t quite understand it myself. All the women know is that his vigor drains their energy. I sneak a glance at Mallory, who is waiting me out, her blue hawk eyes barely blinking.
“I risked my life, for, well, a game. I fainted, and His Majesty was displeased with me.” I grip the spoon tighter, reliving my shame. “His anger grew when I thought my fault was simply failing to satisfy him. Then Uri explained that I must treat myself as something more precious.”
“Uri was there?” Mallory demands. “Who else?”
“He and Tyrone. They were teaching me the . . . things I’ve never experienced before.” Things I’d like to experience again. I lick my spoon slowly.
Mallory grimaces and runs a hand through her hair as she stares into the distance. Her lips silently move as she works through a problem in her mind. Suddenly, her head snaps back to me.
“You know something, don’t you?”
“Do I?” I meet her gaze, wondering what she knows.
She frowns. “You know something or have something. You don’t feel the drain like we do, and in just two nights, you got under his skin.”
“I think you give me too much credit.” I make a mental note never to reveal that I ran into the king at the temple a month ago. I’m already attracting far too much attention and that’s not in my plan. Well, it wasn’t.
We sit, eyeing each other for several minutes as we eat our breakfast. It feels like a standoff between two merchants, each waiting to see who will give in on the agreed price first.
Mallory sets her bowl aside, and I hide my smile. “If I tell you what I know, will you tell me something in return?”
I need as much information as I can get, so I nod. “Yes, but I’m so new here I can’t promise my knowledge is of interest.”
She shrugs. “What Varessa said the other day is true. His Majesty has been searching for a particular combination of his concubines.”
Porridge drops from my spoon onto my dress, and I curse myself under my breath. “But you shot Varessa down as if she was speaking nonsense!” I scrape the errant food away and set my bowl on the tiles.
She eyes me. “So, you were paying attention.” Mallory checks for people nearby then leans in close. “Of course I’m trying to shut that rumor up! If His Majesty is looking for some perfect combination, then what happens once he’s formed his group? The search will be over, and he won’t call for the rest any longer. The harem ladies will go wild if they understand the implications.”
My heart skips a beat. If, as I am guessing, the king’s need has more to do with his magic than a desire to sleep with a lot of people, then he is looking for the right group who can bear his magic well enough so he can rest. In fact, the way he has shown concern for my health several times makes me wonder if he worries about the high demand of his needs on all the women. It might explain the current rotation system. With the right group, he truly might never need to call on the rest of his harem. Perhaps he’s looking for a select group with a suitable affinity for his magic, companions he could claim as consorts and not feel guilty about the aftereffects of his magical burden.
“That, right there!” Mallory’s finger points at me, close enough to brush my nose. “Whatever thought made your eyes widen, I want to know what it is.”
I lick my dry lips. “Why do you think the king goes to the lengths he does with us in the bed?”
She lifts her hand. “Who knows why people are born that way? The man has the stamina of a wild elephant! I’ve never heard of a male doing the things he does all night. He can’t even sleep without taking us at least three times each.”
We fall silent as a Tamari moves past, sweeping the courtyard. My hands itch to take the broom from her and begin the work myself, but I remind myself I’m a concubine now. Once she’s out of earshot, Mallory moves to sit beside me, and we press our faces close together.
“It is not his body that drives his sexual need,” I whisper, shaking my head. “It’s his magic. If my suspicions are true, the power that floods his soul keeps him awake.”
She draws back. “His magic? How can that be?”
I shrug. “I don’t understand it myself. I’ve heard that a healthy body can increase one’s magical abilities, but I’m beginning to suspect the opposite is also true in His Majesty’s case. Great enough wells of magic also inspire the body to new heights of physicality. In his case, our lord has more magic around him than I’ve seen in ten shamans combined.”
Her eyes narrow. “How do you know?”
I twist my hands together in my dress. “I can sense magic a little.” I’ll keep the other part of the gift a secret. Who knows when I’ll need to be able to sense ill intentions? If people know I can do it, they have a chance of hiding their true feelings.
She huffs.
I reach for her hand. “I can’t use magic at all. It’s a minor gift, useless in most cases, except in this one matter.”
“Fine! But what does magic have to do with us?”
Considering the way Mallory is working to suppress rumors, I think I can trust her with this. Still, nerves tangle in my stomach.
“Promise me you won’t allow this to change how you interact with our lord.”
Her lips purse.
I straighten. “I won’t say another word.” No, I won’t budge on this. It’s a risk already since many people hate having magic used on them. She might feel ill about the king’s habit and resent him.
Her curiosity wins out, and she huffs. “All right, I promise my behavior with the king will not change.”
My toe taps a steady beat on the tiles. Mallory glances at it but locks her focus on me.
“If I understand it correctly, the king does not call for us because of his sexual needs. The intimacy is a gateway for him to rest some of his magic on us for a time, to bleed off excess power if you need another way of looking at it. The fatigue that you feel is the effect of magic.” Magic possession, even.
She blinks at me, the cogs of her brain ticking over in her flickering eyes. After a minute, she levels me with an unreadable look. “And you? Is your ability why you do not feel the fatigue?”
“I do feel the magic, but I feel it like a weight at the moment of intimacy. The reason His Majesty was angry with me is because I claimed I could bear more than I was able.” I rub my fingers across the stain in my dress. I’ve probably ruined the fabric. Mallory’s hand reaches out to stop me, her deep-blue eyes probing, and I suck in courage via a deep breath. “I stopped breathing.”
She covers her gasp with long fingers. “Then you . . .” Her eyes widen. “Oh, no wonder he was upset.”
I feel like there’s more to her statement. “What do you mean?”
“Never mind, it’s . . .” She breaks off as movement at the house catches our gazes. The women of the compound are waking up and coming out for breakfast. They eye us warily but drift to different corners.
Mallory springs up, dragging me with her. We stroll around the walkway that follows the entire wall of the harem, lined with neat hedges and dainty bushes that are budding with the promise of spring. Despite it being late winter, I don’t need more than a loose shawl to keep my shoulders warm. Such a contrast to the bitter winters in the mountains.
Looking like a true conspirator, Mallory drags me behind a tree. “Do you mean to tell me you actually talked with His Majesty about this magic exchange?”
I nod.
Air whistles through her teeth, and she drops my hand, turning her back with a frustrated groan. She paces for a moment, and I can see her jaw working. Then she gathers herself and takes my hand.
“Take me with you.”
“What?”
“I knew something was going on, but I couldn’t piece together the puzzle. You can, and our lord has confided in you. If you don’t feel the aftereffects, you’re the prime candidate to center his team around.”
Something hot and electric sparks in my core but I shove the feeling away. I grunt and shake my head. “That’s a bit of a jump in logic, isn’t it? I mean, magical compatibility can’t be all he’s looking for.”
She glares at me. “Are you saying you’ve felt no connection with His Majesty?”
My gaze slides away, and I fiddle with the new growth of leaves on the end of a low-hanging branch. “Oh, I mean, well, that’s a bit personal, isn’t it?”
She pokes my shoulder roughly. “Just a handful of days ago, you claimed you were going to live here quietly and not seek his favor. Look me in the eye and tell me that’s still true.”
I meet her eyes, but I can’t face the intensity that glows there.
She sniffs. “Ha! I’m right. You’re losing your heart, same as all of us. Give it a month.”
“Heart is a bit of an overstatement,” I grumble.
“Whatever you feel, you’re a new favorite. Take me with you.”
I rub at the creases in my forehead, which are there more often than not. “Are we talking about wishes or what?”
“I think this is bigger than wishes. This . . .”
A scream sounds from within the house, and we both flinch.
“Probably spiders or garden snakes,” Mallory mutters as we both turn and run. By the time we reach the front door, a Tamari comes out with a bright-green snake dangling over a stick. She carries it out the front gates.
Mallory catches me staring in horror and pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to them. They’re harmless tree snakes, not a drop of venom.”
“Thank goodness.” I rub my goose-skin arms. I may never sleep deeply again knowing snakes get into the house. The narrow green body and slim head do look different to the mountain death adders that I’m used to, but that twisting motion gives me a case of the creeps anyway.
Mallory catches my arm and leans in close. “Watch and see. If I’m right, you’ll soon find yourself paired with every man and woman here.”
“Whatever happens won’t be my choice,” I whisper in her ear.
Her brows waggle. “I believe differently. Just keep in mind I’m your first confidant here.”
She slips away in the crowd, and I’m left alone with a wagonful of complex ideas to sift through.




Chapter Sixteen
Sira
 
Despite my best efforts to keep occupied, I find myself marking off the days until my week-long seclusion ends. It seems luck is on my side because my womanly monthlies come and go as I’m waiting for the king’s summons.
What frustrates me most is the lack of activity available to the concubines. The women sit around all day waiting for roll call, and it’s a wonder they haven’t all run to fat. All my life, I’ve been required to work. Even as Bane’s lap-women, we cleaned the keep when we were well enough. I’m not desperate to start scrubbing floors again, but once my cramps ease, I begin a few of the muscle-building exercises I saw Bane’s warriors doing. If the only way I can be of use is when the king calls for me, then I’ll be as prepared as I damn well can be.
Most of the other women avoid me, obviously believing the king has spurned me. But when Mallory continues to seek my company, June, Varessa, and Kalti all allow me to drift into the circle. From them, I learn the ins and outs of harem life and more of the history of the kingdom.
The stories they tell of our king’s heroic battle for the throne leave me longing to ease the difficult burden he carries. When the previous king passed, all sixteen sons battled for the throne, leaving a trail of blood and death that only Jasper survived, except for one brother who hasn’t been caught yet.
Of course, the concubines gossip plenty about precisely what I did wrong to be belted, but the truth never finds its way into the mix, so I know the boys and Mallory have kept their mouths shut. The versions of the story I happen to hear when no one thinks I’m around leave me shaking my head in wonder. The one that makes me laugh the most is the variation that says I passed wind in His Majesty’s presence.
On the eighth day, I take a midday nap, then spend the afternoon in the baths surrounded by lavender steam. Mallory and June, who both know me to be an early bather, watch me closely.
“You know something, don’t you?” Mallory finally asks when I request the rose-scented balms for my skin during my massage.
I shrug. “Maybe, maybe not. Isn’t this what every woman does, every day?”
She shakes her head. “Not you.”
I chuckle.
Something hot and heavy presses on my back, and my adrenaline spikes at the touch of smooth granite. The faint sickening thud of rocks on bodies murmurs like ghosts in my ears.
“Get them off!” My voice rises to a shriek.
Tamari gasps, and the pressure eases immediately. “Yes, my lady. My apologies.”
I swing myself up to sit on the table, breathing hard as I watch her carry the heated stones back to their shelves under the brazier. Heavy, crushing stones. I squeeze my eyes shut against bloody visions as a chill creeps down my bare spine, and I shudder.
When the slave returns, I rest my hand on her arm. “Sorry I yelled. Just no hot stones for me, ever. Okay?”
“My lady need never apologize to me.” She bows low, avoiding my gaze.
The familiar words sting my heart. How often have I said them myself to men who have wronged me?
“No! That’s not true.” Glancing around the room, I find many curious eyes on me. I sigh. Now I’ve startled Tamari and made a scene. No one is ever prepared to become a slave, but sometimes it feels like going from slave to king’s woman is even harder. It’s as if Bane lives in my shadow, clawing at me and holding me back. I thought the harem would be safe, but how can I ever be safe from myself?
Jumping up from the table, I tie on a loose robe and go for a brisk walk around the compound, shaking my arms to free them from the icy chill the memories left. I will tear free of my past and the man who tried to break me.
Tamari brings me a cup of water, and I embrace her, holding back tears. She kisses my hand, and although she stays silent, the grateful look in her pale-blue eyes tells me everything I need to know. The slaves here aren’t mistreated, but neither are they acknowledged, from what I can tell. At least with this one woman, I can let her know she’s valued.
Later, as I gather with the concubines for roll call under a darkening sky, I feel nerves writhing in my stomach, active as green garden snakes. What if I’m wrong, and King Jasper has forgotten about me? Mallory herself is to blame for planting the idea that I might be special to him, and I glare at her back in the evening gloom. I count the dark silhouettes of palm trees against the dark orange sky to distract my mind.
The gong rings out. I stiffen.
“Sira.”
No other names are called.
My heart flip-flops. The punishment sentence is over, and I’m going to the king! I shouldn’t feel so happy, but the bubbles of joy won’t stop rolling through my chest. Mallory lifts her brows as I pass, and I answer her with a slow wink. She shakes her head, lips pressed flat together.
I follow the seneschal to the male harem compound and smile under my veil when I hear Uri and Tyrone’s names called. As we walk the now-familiar path to the king’s room, I heave a sigh, thankful I don’t need to meet anyone new tonight. Uri’s fingers find mine in a dark section of the hallway, and I squeeze back. It would be fantastic to sit and chat with these men and get to know who they are, but when the king said no attachments, I guess that includes his other concubines. It doesn’t stop my heart from warming to them.
The guards check us over for weapons and usher us into the bedroom. My heart pounds in my ear as the doors close behind us.
King Jasper doesn’t even wait for us to kneel. “Enter.” Could I be misreading the hint of eagerness in his voice?
I wave a finger between me, Uri, and Tyrone, checking who our lord is referring to. Tyrone chuckles and puts his hand on my lower back to guide me through the curtain.
Our lord is radiant as ever, his long silver hair sparkling as it falls over his shoulder. He hasn’t bothered with a shirt today, and my core constricts at the sight of his lean, sculpted body.
“Sira.” He holds an arm out to me, his warm smile turning my belly to hot syrup.
I crawl to him as fast as I can, and he offers his lips for a kiss. Electricity surges between us as we connect, his soft mouth roving against mine.
His arm comes around my waist. “Are you well?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Good. I missed you.” He blows a kiss over my shoulder. “Good evening to my favorite boys. I’m not finished here yet, so all three of you lie beside me and be at ease.”
Today, he has an official-looking document in his hand, complete with wax seals. I lie down with my back to his side, curling myself into the shape of his hip and thighs. Uri and Tyrone fall on their stomachs, facing me.
“Welcome back,” Uri whispers as he reaches for my hand. “How was exile?”
I grin. “Lonely and snake-infested.”
Tyrone chuckles. “I did hear a few screams. Were they yours?”
I shake my head, shifting my hand from Uri to him when he reaches out.
“I’m more of a run or freeze in silence kind of girl.”
I twitch as the king’s cool fingers drift onto my shoulder. Twisting, I find him absorbed in his reading. Is he reaching for me subconsciously or just repairing the distance between us while being an excellent multitasker? Since he doesn’t seem to want anything from me right now, I turn back.
“And you two? Are you well?”
Tyrone grins, revealing a lot of straight teeth. “We’re fighting fit and ready for battle.” A tiny jerk of his head says he’s referring to our lord’s bedtime activities.
“I heard that,” the king mutters.
I bite down on a smile, shoulders shaking with a silent laugh. The king’s hand slides over my neck and down inside the front of my dress, stirring my breath. He doesn’t seem to have any rush or intent, just absent-mindedly exploring the curves he finds within. It’s undemanding and sweet. A rush of warm affection swells inside me, adding to the fizz of his touch.
Uri rests his hand on top of mine, where it lays in Tyrone’s grip. “Did you think about what happened?”
I nod. “Yes, a lot.”
The dry voice of the king sounds over my shoulder. “She fasted for nearly three days. I think you should smack her.” Tyrone rises immediately and lifts my dress clear of my thighs.
“Wait, wait,” I grab his solid wrist. He seems a little too eager for my liking.
I tilt my head back as far as I can to see my lord. “I wasn’t punishing myself! It was to clear my mind.”
He looks up from his letter and levels the upside-down me with an intense look. “Fine,” he relents, going back to his reading. The thin piece of charcoal in his fingers scratches against the page.
“You boys haven’t greeted her very warmly.”
With the king’s permission granted, Tyrone, who is already hovering over me, lowers himself in for a kiss, careful not to disturb our lord’s hand inside my clothes. The concubine’s kisses are like a blistering summer wind, relentless and sucking me dry. A hot zephyr hatches in my core in response. Uri comes in next, and I cradle his smooth cheek as he kisses me softly a dozen times, his full lips covering mine. When his hand moves to my dress, the king locks down the fabric, and Uri withdraws.
It’s incredible to watch how attuned these men are to our lord’s every whim. I hope I can learn from them to understand his wishes better and faster.
Tyrone rests his head on my stomach and runs his left hand up and down my leg, and Uri trails kisses down my arm as we whisper about the harem food and our daily lives, careful to keep our comments light-hearted. Uri can’t stomach milk, while Tyrone likes a lot of salt and spice in his food, much to Uri’s disgust. Unlike us women, the males spend much of their day honing their bodies with wrestling, archery, and staff fighting.
Their combined tender touches bring a faint mist of sweat to my skin and elevate my breathing. I do my best to resist squirming, but a few spasms escape me. Finally, our lord sets his paper out of the way and calls for me. He heaves me up to straddle his lap and runs his hand along my jawline. Then he kisses me until I am breathless.
He chuckles. “How can I focus with you making those noises?”
He draws back and releases the clasp of my dress. Opening the folds to bare my body, he just stares at me for a second, then runs his hands up and down my torso, leaving a trail of sparking nerves along my skin. His gaze is so adoring there’s no chance for me to be embarrassed. This body belongs to him, and he takes what he wants. And I want him to.
“Ah, Sira!” He leans in for another kiss before falling back against the pillows. “Before we go further, what lessons did you learn from our last encounter?”
I sit up straight, prepared for this. “First, that I am your precious woman, which gives my life great value.”
He nods, his lips tensed in concentration. “And?”
“And second, I should always be aware of my limits and express them to you clearly.”
“Good girl. Now,” his heated gaze flickers over my shoulder, “in my eagerness to boast of your stamina, I seem to have triggered my boys’ competitive natures. They have challenged me to prove I am not exaggerating the stories of our first night together. To raise the stakes, I offered a competition to see who can last longest. Are you up for the wager?”
Another night like our first together? “Yes! I’m eager to restore any lost reputation I can. But what is the bet?”
He chuckles. “Between the boys and me, that’s a secret. But if you win, hmmm, how about a wish?”
I tip my head. “According to my information, I’m owed two of those already.” Maybe I shouldn’t presume I’ve been accepted as a favorite but being chosen tonight and seeing how my lord looks at me, I know in my heart Mallory is right.
King Jasper looks at the boys and shrugs. “She’s too clever.” He taps my nose. “Then, if you last six rounds, I’ll make it three wishes.”
I swallow hard. I’m pretty sure we went five rounds last time, and I could barely walk after. I turn to look at the boys and find their eyes are wide with shock.
“My lord!” Uri protests, but the king holds up his hand. “The odds are balanced. Sira will bear as much of my power as she did the first time, and you will have the same.”
I press my hand against the king’s bare chest, and he nods for me to speak.
“My lord, are the terms fair when your vigor is unmatchable?”
He chuckles. “You flatter me, but my boys train hard to keep up with me, and they may change positions.”
“I’m in,” I smile. “Of course,” I turn to flutter my lashes at the boys. “How could I possibly last even five rounds?”
“Oooh, she’s baiting me,” Tyrone laughs. “All right, gentle lady, we see your bet. I hope your coin is solid.”
For a third wish and the pride of my lord, I’ll show just how solid I can be. “Then may the best woman win.”
All three men chuckle, and my lord surges beneath me, spilling me backward onto the bed. “This time, tell me when I’ve dropped too much magic on you. If you don’t know how to tell me, just use the word ‘silver’ when your limit is reached, and if you cannot speak, tap any part of the boys or me with your finger three times. Understood?”
“Yes, my lord.”
He drops to nuzzle into the curve of my neck. “You smell good, little rose.” He nibbles his way down my collarbone. After a quick check to see if I’m damp below, he spreads my legs and bobs his cock at my entrance. “Saddle up, riders.”
A thrill runs through me. I twist to watch as Tyrone retrieves a bag from under the pillow and pulls out a corked jar. He fills his hand with what looks like oil then rubs it on his swelling cock and Uri’s ass. He catches me staring and winks.
“Have you never seen this before?” my king whispers in my ear, nibbling at my jaw.
Sucking in my bottom lip, I shake my head, no. I’ve been in the same room when Bane had the other women, but I think I was too fogged in with pain to remember. Bane never touched a man.
My lord hauls me up to my knees and turns me around to watch, scooting us closer. He takes the opportunity to fondle my breasts, his long fingers playing against my skin and turning my nipples into hot, fizzing coals. I lean into his solid warmth with a soft moan.
Tyrone uses his fingers to massage Uri’s hole open, gently stretching the skin. Then he inserts one finger. From his hands and knees position, the dark-haired man groans quietly. While he works, Tyrone keeps up a steady massage across his partner’s back, sweeping his heavy hands in long strokes. Then he nudges his straining cock against the opening, butting and teasing his way inside. He inserts the flaring tip, then withdraws before starting all over again, this time sinking an inch deeper. Uri’s back tenses.
“Help Uri relax,” King Jasper whispers in my ear.
I lie down on the bed and wriggle until my face is below the cheery concubine’s. He grins at me and reaches down for a kiss.
“Sorry. Am I making things difficult for you?”
His tongue comes out to lick my lips. “You make me excited.”
“Agreed,” our lord says, spreading my legs without moving me away and nudging his own cock inside me. I huff and tense as I stretch to receive him. Uri watches the movements of my face and drops kisses on every wrinkle and twitch. His soft groans tell me that he is being filled too, and I feel a flare of warm empathy for this kind and beautiful man. I reach a hand to stroke his beardless cheek, and he drops his lips to mine in a heated kiss. We might be competitors and even rivals, but like this, it feels like we are something more, tied together by a sweeter bond.
I gasp against his mouth as our lord takes his first plunge, the hot, sensitive skin of my cave coming alive with the friction. My head tips back as I writhe, and Uri nips at the exposed curve of my jugular. Competitors or not, it doesn’t stop us from exploring each other’s sensitive areas, stroking nipples, and drinking our fill of lips. I catch glimpses of my lord touching Tyrone as well, and the moans coming from both of them as they plow have me clenching and bearing down, flooding the king’s cock in no time.
The weight of magic descends, stealing my breath while I adjust. The air grows heavier, and my lungs work harder. The boys seem unaffected, but I know they’ll feel it in the morning. Fire grows in my belly, and I anchor myself around Uri’s strong arm, where he braces against the bed, as our lord switches gear, his battle haze descending. On and on, he pumps his shaft into me, sometimes grabbing and slapping my upper thighs or kneading my hips. I gasp and laugh when he pulls my knee up high and nibbles on the inside.
Tyrone shouts and goes rigid, holding Uri’s hips so tight the blood leaves his fingers. My king doubles down and groans his way to release a minute later.
He takes a moment to wipe his brow on his arm, then tells me to roll over. Uri and Tyrone switch positions, and I watch with interest as Uri lubricates his playmate, and they start over as well. I’ve heard that men who give don’t receive, but it seems that everyone does everything in the king’s harem, which makes sense. You can’t be too precious when we live for our lord’s will and pleasure.
I lose track of time as it becomes apparent that a round refers to an hour rather than a climax. All that exists is the heat and weight of magic on me and the never-ending onslaught of the king’s cock in my pussy, and sometimes across the rest of my body. Somewhere near round four, the boys admit defeat and drop out, collapsing onto the bed panting, unable to match our lord’s untiring vigor.
My senses overload and my nerves short-circuit as wave after wave of explosive energy courses through me, ballooning, demanding, and finding release before falling back to begin again. My vision blurs, and I grip the sheets, the bedhead, and later the boys’ hands tight to keep myself anchored. I must win that bet.
“Is she even conscious?” Uri’s voice filters through my haze.
It takes effort to form an answer, the words coming thickly to my tongue. “I am. I’m just . . . slow.”
They chuckle and grip my hands.
The weight of my lord’s magic presses down, but not so much I can’t breathe. Strands of purple sparkle in the air as I open my eyes. It’s so beautiful. It’s my first time seeing it when he’s not actively using it, or maybe he does actively use it during sex, but I’ve never noticed. No, I think the answer is closer to Uri’s guess; what I’m seeing straddles the borders of consciousness, catching a glimpse of something that is beyond the sight of mortals.
Freeing my hand, I reach my fingers up to twirl around a tiny strand of purple. It twines against my fingers like a living thing.
“It’s so beautiful,” I murmur.
“Sira?” my lord says.
His voice focuses my gaze on him as he leans over me. Sweat streaks his face and trickles down his hairline. His long silver locks are mussed, and his eyelids heavy. Still, the golden shine of his eyes is unmissable, and his open, panting mouth only further defines his sharp jawline.
“Do you know you’re the handsomest man I’ve ever laid eyes on?”
“Definitely sleep talking,” Tyrone says with a chuckle.
The king shoots him a look that says to shut up, although his lips twitch with a grin.
“I’m not!” I protest. “I just feel . . .” I can’t finish that sentence because my sluggish mind can’t find words for the powerful flare I feel when I look at my lord. “Hold me,” I demand, forgetting where I am as I reach for him, knowing my limbs are too weak to raise my heavy body. My lord pulls me until I’m upright in his lap, and I cling to his neck as he thrusts beneath me, his breath a burning gale against my scalp.
“Can I be yours?” I murmur into the curve of his shoulder.
The words seem to strike a chord within him because he buries his fingers in my hair and his whole body goes rigid. My pussy is so numb I can’t even feel his movements inside me. He groans his way to release, holding me so tight I expect to hear ribs snap. We sit panting for a long minute, sweat pouring down our bodies.
“Did I make it? Did we win the bet?” I murmur, my eyelids drooping.
“You sure did, sweetheart.” His hand wrapped around my waist strokes my hip.
“Oh, good.” My head jerks with a microsleep. “Once more then, just to be sure.”
The king chuckles, his angelic voice stirring my heart. “You’re so swollen. I don’t think I can find my way back inside even if I agreed to that.”
I can’t seem to keep hold of my vision. It’s slippery as a bar of soap, skittering out of my grip every time I reach for it, darkening and blurring without my permission.
“You’re the king. You’ll find a way.”
He laughs, and my head falls.




Chapter Seventeen
Sira
 
A rooster crows in the distance as I wake. I can faintly see the outline of furniture in the room through the bed curtains, telling me it’s early dawn. Blinking, I find myself tucked under the covers of the king’s bed, his arm over my stomach and his body warm at my back. The weight of his magic presses down on me like an invisible second blanket. This time, a sleeping Uri faces me, cradling his head on one hand while his other wedges between my thighs. From the sound of heavy snores, all three men are asleep.
I lie as still as possible, counting my blessings. It is one of the greatest privileges in the world to wake up like this. Kings are constantly in danger, so I know sharing his bed while he sleeps is the most significant sign of his trust there can be. Not only that, but it’s me here in his arms and not one of the two dozen women in the harem.
I know I’m not allowed to claim him in any way, but just for this small moment, I’ll bask in the sense of being cherished. Still, I have to caution myself. Love-making and trust are not the same as love, and I’ll need to crush down the flickers that have been growing in my heart. The king will never be free to love me, and one day I’ll pass out of favor. A piece of gravel grates in my guts at the idea.
Uri wakes first, his lids fluttering as he moves to stretch. Finding his hand trapped, he snaps alert, then smiles when he sees me. I pry my legs apart, expecting to feel the skin tear as a crust breaks, but someone has cleaned me, though I’ve no memory of it. I’ve no idea how Uri’s hand got there either. He adjusts on the bed to reach for my cheek, stroking it gently. Sweat has dried in his brown hair, leaving it lying in clumps over his eyes. I smile and mouth “good morning” since I don’t dare move. A tiny gust of air crosses the back of my neck with each of the king’s soft snores.
Uri rolls onto his back and seems to fall asleep again, his chest rising and falling. I close my eyes and hover in a comfortable fog somewhere between sleep and waking.
The king stirs, his arm leaving me as he moves. He takes a few minutes to wake up, and I feel soft movements against my back as he stretches and yawns. Then his gentle hands brush the hair from my shoulder, and he kisses my head. I roll over into his embrace and lift my lips, hoping my breath isn’t bad. He presses his mouth against mine gently, and then his head falls back on the pillow. A moment later, the pressure of his magic eases as he claims it back.
On the other side of the king, Tyrone groans and sits up. He rubs his eyes then tries to focus on us. Our lord reaches a hand toward him, and Tyrone kisses it.
“Good morning.”
“Good morning, my lord. Did you sleep well?”
King Jasper nods. “I did, thanks to you all.” He squeezes me against his chest.
I sit up slowly, feeling light-headed. Uri moves with me and settles against my back, his arm draping over my shoulder as he says his good mornings.
Tyrone peers at me through barely-focused eyes. “You look fresh.”
I grin. “I also slept well.”
He lifts his arms and bows his head to me. “All hail the champion.”
I chuckle. “His Majesty did all the hard work.”
Our lord reaches for my hand, his face serious. “Are you all right?”
I consider, knowing he wants an honest answer. “Yes, of course. A little more sleep wouldn’t go astray, and I might still be a bit swollen. Thank you to whoever cleaned me up. But for the most part, I feel fresh.”
“Might be swollen?” Tyrone chuckles and shakes his head.
I flatten my lips at him, and he grins sleepily. Although they are doing their best to hide it, I can see their limbs are drooping, and their complexions are gray.
“Uri, Tyrone?” our lord enquires after their health. I duck my head, feeling that dangerous pinprick of warmth spread in my heart at the demonstration of his kindness. A king need not worry about the health of his subjects, and yet ours enquires so tenderly.
Both the boys reassure him they are fine, and the king dismisses them with a kiss, leaving us alone. My lord stretches with a groan, sits up, and strokes my cheek.
“Do you truly feel no aftereffects of my power?”
I shake my head. “I feel only a little sleepy from having less rest than other nights. In fact, sometimes my body feels more alive.” Something about being in his presence is invigorating.
The king traps a lock of my black hair between his fingers. “The boys tell me it feels like every muscle gets cooked, and their energy is gone. They bear it better than the women, but I wish . . .” His gaze slides past me to some distant place as his words dangle. He looks back at me. “I’m glad it does not affect you the same. I find myself in brand new territory with you.” He tips his head, studying me.
“And I with you,” I admit softly. No man has ever drawn from me this deep desire to care. “What does it feel like for you?”
His eyes widen. “The magic? I’m so used to it, I wouldn’t know how to describe it. Like restless energy, a drug perhaps.” He frowns as if considering something. “Do you wish to leave?”
A jagged spike of alarm hits my guts. “Leave? Leave the palace?”
“Never!” There is a rough growl to his voice, and I clam up. He closes his eyes and resets. “I spoke unclearly. Do you have any need to return to the harem this morning?”
I reach for his hand, unsure what he is getting at. “My need is whatever you wish.”
“Then will you wait for me here? I have morning appointments, but I’d like to see you after.”
I smile. “It would be my honor. May I . . . leave the bed?” I don’t want to raise the issue of indelicate needs in his presence.
He grins. “Use what you need in the washroom beyond. I’ll have food brought. Be at ease and sleep more if you want.”
He swings away from me, and I feel the shift in his aura as his focus leaves me. The tinkles of his silver bell fill the room. “Seneschal?” The curtain falls closed as he leaves.
The outer door opens. “Good morning, Your Majesty.”
“My woman is to remain in the room, undisturbed. Bring her a meal and set out a robe for her. Is my general awake?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. He’s already in the arena.”
Several footsteps sound in the room, and the light grows as servants open the window curtains. My lord and his chief discuss councils and times and people I’ve never heard of from the room next door, and water splashes as my king begins his day. I hug my knees to my body as I soak in all the unfamiliar activity. I flinch when a hand sticks through the curtain and lays a white robe across the far end of the bed, but no one peeks inside.
Once the men leave, I venture out. There’s no way I’m missing the chance to explore every corner of these chambers, even if the idea of sharing a royal chamber pot makes me blush.
When I slide out from behind the curtains, slave women avert their eyes as they go about sweeping, dusting, and laying out fresh clothes for His Majesty. My fingers clutch the robe tighter around me when I catch a few curious glances. It’s obvious a woman in the king’s chamber in the daytime is a strange sight for them. That alone makes me want to whistle an old spring-planting tune. New territory, my lord called me. I allow myself a tiny bit of permission to consider myself special to him. If nothing comes of it, I’ll just deal with the disappointment later.
I peek into the two rooms near the king’s privacy screen, one a washroom and the other home to his clothing. Row after row of wooden dummies hold dazzling royal outfits and armor, while simpler nightshirts and practice clothes are folded neatly in baskets. Polished pairs of boots in different styles and colors line the wall beside brackets of weapons. I run my finger along the sheath of one of the dozen royal swords, wondering how many lives have been taken by the blade with the dazzling gilded hilt. The far wall has glass cases filled with jewelry glimmering with precious stones. There are no outer doors or windows here, and I leave quickly, not wanting to be close to his valuables for long.
I murmur my thanks when a breakfast tray appears on the table and take my plate outside. The king’s terrace has a breathtaking view of the city, and five steps down take me into a small, walled garden with no visible exits. I freeze at the sight of guards standing at attention every ten feet around the wall, but the heavy purple ribbons on their shoulders ease my fright. Royal Knights, Tamari called them. His Majesty’s most trusted men. I can’t help wondering if they know the toll our lord’s magic has on his health. I bet it would be hard to miss the dark shadows under his eyes.
A jaw-splitting yawn as I finish my apple fritters convinces me to catch up on sleep. I’ve no idea what King Jasper will want when he returns, so I’d better rest. When I walk inside, I find the slaves have drawn the bed curtains to the foot of the bed and are changing the sheets. They stop and bow their heads.
One woman speaks. “Shall we continue, or not, my lady?”
I spread my hands. “I suggest doing as you normally would, but I am returning to sleep when you’re finished.”
The woman glances down at the rumpled covers before nodding for the others to finish the job. My ears burn as I imagine what they think of our mess in the bedding. They work fast, and when I climb into the bed minutes later, the sheets are cool and crisp, drawing the heat of the morning sun out of my skin. I’m beginning to suspect this country heats up like an oven in summer, but the idea brings a sleepy smile to my skin. All my life, I’ve been cold, but that’s changing. The curtains flutter back into place, and I doze in solitude.
Contented lethargy holds me close as a hard male body rubs against my back. My body sleeps, but part of my mind recognizes the feel of my lord. His gentle hands stroke me lovingly as he pries me open from behind, filling my cave with his cock. I wake as his slow thrusts rouse a glimmering heat in my core that can’t be ignored, growing stronger with every touch. For a moment, I can imagine he is my husband, easing a morning hard-on at the sight of his wife’s naked body in his bed. My breath catches.
He makes a low noise in the back of his throat and presses me harder, demanding more. I shift into him, beginning to pant at the powerful tingles dancing from my belly to my pussy and back. He leans against me, kissing my back and shoulder. I expect him to speed up, but he takes me so slow and long that tears leak from my eyes at the agonizing build of internal pressure.
When I’m about to scream with the release, he slows, teasing out a guttural groan that comes from deep within my soul. His warm body moves across my back with such delicious friction I rise on my hands and knees, begging for more contact. My mouth opens to beg him to put me out of my misery, but I only pant instead, unwilling to break the beautiful silence between us. He keeps his magic to himself, and all I have is his body stroking mine to oblivion.
My toes curl as a new sensation rises deep within me. It was foolish of me to think I’d experienced all the king could offer a woman. He drops his hand between my legs and searches out my pearl. His finger rolls round and round, destroying my sanity. I break open in rigid silence, stars twinkling in my vision as my body roars. I shake and arch as wave after wave of pleasure pulsates through me with the power and heat of the sun in the sky. Instead of deflating, each pulse rockets me further into the unknown heights of the celestials. I growl and bear down, trying to free myself from the unrelenting power that floods through me. When I am beyond what I can humanly carry, my body opens and empties itself, sending out cadence after cadence of the highest pleasure bearable.
The king’s elated noises have me doubling down, pressing against him with a strength I didn’t know I had as he empties himself inside me. When it is done, my legs give way, utterly spent. My lord catches me with a chuckle and cradles me against his chest as I tremble, the waves taking eons to fade away.
His mouth is beside my ear when he finally speaks. “I think that is the way every man should make love to his woman.”
“Forgive me for disagreeing,” I murmur, panting for each breath. “But you are the only man in the world who can make love that way.”
His body pulses with a laugh. “You are good for my ego.” He strokes my damp hair. “My lust blazed when I saw you lying there, your curves inviting me in.” His linked hands tighten around my chest. “I’m afraid you are saddled with a beast of a man, my Sira. My appetites are a burden to all who are close to me.”
I rest my hand on his, feeling the pressure of him against me with every jagged rise of my chest. “Not so, my lord. This woman thanks the beast within you.”
He chuckles and nibbles on my ear. “Why do you say that?”
“Because I’ve never . . .” I break off. Talking about past experiences with my king is a bad idea.
“Speak freely,” he murmurs, his warm breath caressing my ear.
I lick my lips, searching for appropriate words. “I am grateful to you. I never knew a woman could take pleasure in this. In the past, it seemed only a man enjoyed it.”
His body stiffens. “Do you mean to tell me you joined my harem believing you did not enjoy intimacy? What about pleasuring yourself?”
I can’t answer. When he says it like that, it sounds simple and foolish, and yet safety was worth the price I expected to pay. As to touching myself, I didn’t want Ben to catch me and know he was insufficient. He was already so apologetic about his early releases, and we were so busy trying to stay fed. And after him, well, I wanted nothing to do with my body parts once the following man had touched them.
King Jasper’s thumb rubs the scar on my wrist. “It has something to do with the person who gave you this, doesn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Tell me.”
My body is so relaxed that the words flow without deeply scoring my heart. “He took me from my family. For three years, I wore his iron mark there on my arm, through cold so bitter the metal burned me. He achieved his climax through pain, by hearing the cries of his women and, worse, pitting them against each other. Food was scarce, and the bitter wind was always on our skin. He only knew how to take, and he laughed as he took all that was good and precious.”
The king’s hands on my chest tighten, forming fists. “Did he break you, that you wished to die when the temple wouldn’t take you?”
“Yes, and no. Never completely, but once so close.” I shudder at the memory. “Once with a belt, and . . . something much worse.” I stroke the rigid lines of his hands until they relax. “But he is gone, and that is my past, only a shadow. It is my present for which I am thanking you. You teach me something new each time I see you. You permit me to move on from what was. Though, I despair that my metamorphosis is clumsy and only adds to your burden.”
In this peaceful hour of openness between us, I know I should tell him that my old master is still hunting me, that I am still a slave even if I am beyond his reach, but I can’t bear to reveal that I’ve misled him and break the trust between us.
His moist lips press on my shoulder. “I see that you also have survived great darkness, but all the more reason why I will not let you off easy. My expectations for you are high. I can’t get enough of you, Sira. My magic reaches for you just as greedily as my cock.”
“And I welcome the touch of both.”
He groans softly.
I stroke the skin on the back of his hands. Despite the best royal treatments, his skin has fine scars, and his hands are strong from weapons training. “Your cock teaches me that there is enjoyment left in the world and satisfaction in serving others. Your magic thaws me and reminds me of the carefree girl I once was, a woman I thought lost forever.”
“A girl dancing in fishing nets?” he teases, a smile in his voice.
I chuckle. “Guilty, Your Majesty.”
He turns me over, and my heart expands at the intimate look in his eye as if I am the only other person who exists in the world. “I’m afraid of breaking you.”
I trace his jawline. “I’m already a broken woman, and my lord knew it at the temple. Instead, you piece me back together, a fragment at a time, like restoring a shattered vase.”
He kisses my palm. “And the others in my bed?”
I blink, considering. Would I keep this man to myself all the time if I could? While I want to, I’ve learned my lesson in knowing my limits and being greedy. “My lord, you said yourself this is a team endeavor. A shattered vessel in the potter’s hand needs glue and paint.”
He laughs. “You astound me at every turn. But you’re correct. I do need several vessels to assist with my power.” A sigh whispers through his chest. “Tell me, what does it feel like?”
“The touch of your magic?”
He nods. “Yes. I’m concerned. I’m asking more of you than any other woman, and I’m about to test you even further. And there was that moment, which we won’t speak of again.” His handsome face tightens, creating fine lines between his eyes.
I sit up and press him onto his back, moving his arms to his side before covering him with the blanket. I climb over him, spreading all my weight to snare him.
“Lift your arms,” I say, and he obeys, his gold eyes boring through me with so much focus I feel dizzy. The trapping quilt limits his movements. “It feels like that.”
I slowly climb onto his chest and lift my legs clear off the bed. “And like that.”
“Hence the loss of breath.”
“If I receive too much, yes.”
He frowns, but I’m not done. Throwing the covers aside, I cup my hands against his skin and blow. “And it feels like a warm, living, moving presence hovers against my skin.” I brush my fingertips across his arms and chest, then ever so lightly across his nipples. “And it ever so lightly arouses my nerves, just as you feel now.”
He traps my hands and warns me not to wake the beast again. “Things are changing, Sira. I am working toward something, and your ability to bear my selfish abuse without harm excites the possibilities. Will you work with me?”
“Gladly.” I lower myself to rest against his chest.
His tone turns serious. “I will demand much of you, woman of the king.”
Considering how every night with him has pushed me to the limits, I grin. “I look forward to learning, my king.”




Chapter Eighteen
Sira
 
Everything changes on my return to the harem that afternoon. Not only did the king summon me, but I spent most of the day with him. The women watch me with wide eyes and approach first to greet me, acknowledging my status as a favorite. The reality of my upcoming wishes prompts them to befriend me, offer advice, and compliment me. I laugh to myself, wondering what their reaction would be if they knew I had earned a third wish.
I relax in a late-evening bath as the gong sounds. I know I won’t be called immediately back to the king’s bed because my legs are half-numb from his attention. Even if his magic fatigues me, I can’t escape the realities that my body can’t keep up with his super-human prowess. Long minutes later, a hand brushes through the water beside me, and I twitch alert.
Mallory sits on the edge of the bathing pool, her pale-blue eyes fixed on me.
“Who was called?”
“Kiara, Kalti, and Ethana.”
My brows jump. “Lady Who-Who will be thrilled.”
Mallory smirks. “Will she? To be summoned as one of three, or rather one of six, the night after you were summoned alone speaks to a kind of . . . inadequacy.”
“I never thought of it that way.” I chuckle.
She flicks my forehead. “Because the harem’s squabbling does not taint you yet. Give it time, and we’ll mess your moral compass up just fine.”
Her chestnut hair trails so close that I reach out and rub a lock through my fingers without thinking. She stiffens, her blue eyes glistening with interest as she leans over me.
I drop it, realizing I’m being too familiar. “I’m sorry, it’s just, the color fascinates me.”
“It’s fine, and you’re not the only one.” She grins knowingly at me.
I roll my eyes. Mallory is one of the king’s favorites, after all. “It’s fine?”
She places the strands back in my fingers. “You’ve never touched a woman with affection before?”
My mother’s hugs and playing with my young girlfriends in the village seem like a lifetime ago. But I don’t think those are the kind of touches she is referring to. The things that happened in Bane’s castle with women in one place . . . A cold shiver runs through me, making the bathwater tremble with ripples.
“Not in any good way,” I murmur.
“Well, things should get interesting now.” She stands. “I’ll leave you to rest.” As she walks past me, her hand trails across my bare shoulders. I tip my head back to watch her go. I’d say she was just after my wishes or has her eye on whatever the king is plotting, except for the fact she was one of the first women to speak kindly to me here. It leaves me feeling warm and drawn to her.
True to his promise to work me hard, the king summons me the very next day. When Mallory’s name is also called, she turns and sweeps her arm out in deference, inviting me to go first. I throw on a veil and eye the way her curvy body moves as she dons hers, curiosity hatching in my belly. It grows when the seneschal summons none of the men. Mallory nudges my shoulder with hers as we cross the courtyard, the tiles of the Sun Warrior and Night Tyrant’s battle mosaic cool under our feet.
The king calls us over the moment we enter the room. I hold the curtain back for Mallory, and she barrel-rolls gracefully over the edge. I climb in after her. Tonight, our lord is already focused on us, no books or scrolls to detain him. His chest is bare, and he sits up.
“My beautiful women,” he says as he opens his arms. I expect Mallory to fly to him, but instead, she takes my hand, and we go together.
The king smiles, and I can see he is pleased with her. I fight down the faint internal sting of seeing another woman with him.
He kisses us both quickly and enquires about Mallory’s health, then turns to me. “Are you recovered?”
“Yes, my lord.”
The rush of tenderness and gratefulness I feel for his care has me bowing my head into his hand.
“Have you ever lain with a woman before?”
I shake my head, fire ants tunneling through my stomach.
He reaches for Mallory and pulls her onto his lap. He glances at me with an odd expression that I can’t read, then turns to her. “Mallory, will you help me teach Sira about a woman’s body? If it is unpleasant for you, say so now, and I’ll send her away.”
My heart misses a beat. For Mallory, that has to be a desirable offer. But she declines immediately. “I’m honored to be part of her instruction.”
He squeezes her hip and smiles. “I’m glad. I’ve heard you two are on good terms. Is that true?”
I nod, and Mallory answers, grinning at me, “I’d like to think so.”
“Good. Lay back, Mallory.” He points to the bed next to him, and she obeys, resting her hand easily above her head with seductive grace.
“Sira, untie her dress.”
I kneel beside Mallory, remembering to keep the king’s line of sight clear as I unclasp the dress with tingling hands. The edges fold out, leaving her naked skin exposed. I’ve seen her naked a dozen times in the baths, but somehow here on the king’s bed under the soft purple mage light, her body seems more inviting than before.
“Take a moment and look. What do you see?” he asks me.
I press my hands against my knees and will my eyes to follow her every curve—and they are generous. Mallory has wider hip bones than I do and larger breasts, giving her a beautiful hourglass shape. I lick dry lips and glance at the king. He’s studying me, waiting patiently.
“I see soft, pale skin and full breasts with more weight than mine.”
“Women naturally compare, but I ask you to see what is there, not what isn’t. Go on.”
It’s hard to see her figure and not think of what my own lacks, but I take a deep breath and clear my mind.
“I see a reflection of things I am familiar with. The navel, mysterious, inviting one closer because no one knows where it goes. Delicate collarbones beneath the skin.” My gaze shies away from her rounded breasts with their long nipples and wide aureoles.
“Some say the Tyrant of the Night is actually a woman,” the king says, his orator’s voice thrilling me to the core. “They say the Sun Warrior became mad with lust for her, so he seized her, but she fought back. In their fighting, they gazed so long into each other’s eyes that their warring turned to dancing or something more intimate. The Tyrant of the Night is lord of the moon.” He waves his hand over Mallory’s body. “Can you see how they are similar?”
My brow furrows. “Mallory and the Night Tyrant?”
He shakes his head, and Mallory snorts, bumping me with her knee. “Me and the moon, silly.”
“Oh.” My cheeks burn as I see our lord’s lips twitch.
He brushes the back of his hand across her breast. “Sometimes, she is full and round.” His hand glides lower into the dips of her stomach and hips. “Sometimes, she is a crescent, dipping in valleys. And sometimes,” his hand trails lower still to where she is exposed, her one knee still resting on me, “she is a place full of shadow.” He rests a finger on either side of her slit.
I glance at Mallory’s face. Her eyes are half-closed, telling me she’s enjoying his touch.
“You’re avoiding looking, Sira.” The king’s voice is firm, but there’s no reproof in it. “Mallory has one of the most beautiful pussies in my harem.”
He’s right. I am avoiding it. I suck in a breath and drop my gaze. The gentle dips in the creases of her legs rise into a small mound. Like all the women in the harem, Mallory’s lower lips are shaved clean. The skin of the rise is a darker pink than the rest of her body, closer to the color surrounding her nipples. The king’s fingers move apart, opening her. Inside, she’s lined with delicate folds of paler pink that turn to shadow in the midpoint, like the central petals of an unfurling rose. He stirs through with one finger, and she tips her head back with a sigh.
He’s watching me so closely, I feel nervous about showing any reaction. Not only are my lord’s golden eyes fixed on me, but his aura is intense.
“Do you hesitate to touch?”
I swallow hard. “Yes. My hands have only touched other women in violence.”
He reaches for my hand and places it on Mallory’s exposed neck. His gentle pressure sets my hand moving slowly down her body.
“A beautiful woman is the greatest treasure in the world. Men go to war for gold and jewels, but the wise ones know it is all found right here. The glimmer of light on her skin is more transfixing than any ruby shine. Every diamond-hard edge, every smooth curve we prize in a gemstone traces its creativity back to this one thing, the ultimate pleasure in the universe.”
The gentle tones of his voice lull me into a trance. My embarrassment fades away, and all that is left is the smooth skin under my hand. Like a male’s body, it reacts to my touch, tightening as I glide across her grape of a nipple, quivering as I trace invisible lines from her inner elbow to her navel. A warmth settles over my hand, and I’m pushed lower on the body. My fingers trace the rise and fall of the crevasse between her legs and the supple ridges of muscles below the plush skin.
My sight fades around the edges, replaced with a vision of somewhere long ago, bathed in a mauve glow. “It’s like . . .” I hesitate.
“Go on,” a crooning voice encourages.
“Like a meadow in spring where one runs among the new flowers, climbs the dunes, and picnics in the breezes.”
“Beautiful. Where do I find the breezes?”
My hand trails back up her body to rest on her raised breast. “Here, where the view is best.”
“Taste it.”
I lean down, kissing and nibbling at the skin so soft there is velvet against my cheek. I don’t mean to touch her nipple, but it seems to leap into my mouth. Tiny knobbled pearls rise in the surrounding skin, and I’m driven to draw a greater reaction. I suck harder. The breeze crosses my ear as her breathing hitches.
A warm presence touches my back. I didn’t even hear the king move. My tongue continues to play, and my free hand is guided across to her other hill. The ground beneath me surges in pleased response to my visit.
The hypnotic voice continues right by my ear. “You have an infinite advantage in pleasing this body because you understand its needs perfectly. You feel what it feels.”
Pressure on my nipples has me gasping. Wanting more, I play more with the nubs by my nose. They quiver under my touch, just as I am quivering. I reposition myself to take a handful of her breast, exposing the nipple for my tongue. A warm tongue finds my nipple, and I pause to groan. The touch on my breast pauses. I dive down, trickles of steam wisping through my core. With every lick of my tongue and flick of my finger, I feel the steam twine tighter together inside me.
Hunger hatches in my loins. Faint tendrils of purple mist surround Mallory’s body as I grasp both her breasts tightly and bury my face between them. I remember the startingly way the boys had me climaxing from just touching here, and I want to feel it again, desperately. No, not just for myself, but also for this curved vessel to who I am intimately linked.
I shift to straddle her body where my mouth can reach the unlicked nipple, and I suckle hard. The heat at my back shifts, and both my points strain into the king’s active hands. Mallory and I breathe hard, our bellies touching as we writhe. The curve of her breast under my hand is full, and I feel the weight of it as though it hung from my own shoulder. She moans, calls my name, and moans again, her hips lifting. I, too, am torn by the frantic desire to have my cave filled, and I wriggle.
“What is it you want?” the golden voice asks.
I try to resist the call of my cave, but my hips flatten to hers, begging. If I want something, I am the one who drives my body. Yet, I can’t seem to move my hand where it needs to go. I lean my head against her ribs, my hand still driving our nipples to distraction.
“My lord?”
“Yes, Sira?”
My breath is coming fast. “Will you . . . will you help me? I know what needs doing, and I crave it, but I . . .” I lift my body clear of my mirror image. Releasing her nipple, I glide my hand to her navel, but it bounces and returns.
A chuckle whispers across my ear. The king’s strong fingers close around mine and guide my hand to her lower lips, stretching out two of my fingers and curving them toward her place of shadow. He stops short of inserting me. The weight of his magic descends on me, shortening my breath and stoking my nerves with heat. A little more touch, and we’ll topple over the edge of the abyss.
“Please, Sira,” Mallory says, her breath fast and shallow. The sound of it feeds the growing hunger within me.
“Ask again,” I demand, a wildness nipping at the edges of my soul.
“Please!”
Our legs open, hips straining to be filled. I drop my mouth back to her breast and curl my fingers into the darkness. I ignore the pearl at the front since we are too sensitive and go straight for the killer blow deep in the shadows. As I sink in, the king’s cock impales me deeply. Hard and fast, my fingers curve, instinctively knowing just where to find the most sensitive inner parts of the woman below me. I suck and finger, and she clamps down on me, crying out as she swells around my hand, body arching into me. I’m so close. Tears squeeze from the corners of my eyes as I push on, dragging her with me.
My body teeters, and I growl, ordering the rising internal flames to obey my need. My body rocks as the king rides me hard, the inner friction combining with the swelling. I bear down, and the king groans as I grip his cock tight in wave after wave of fiery pleasure, the released incense sloshing with his every move and trickling down my leg.
More, more! I drive Mallory on, knowing her release is mine. From my time with the boys and the king, I know another immediate rise is possible. She cries out, bucking her hips against my hand. I grit my teeth and hang on to my runaway, my stomach clenching, and my soaked pussy clamping and burning as much as hers is around my hand.
Our lord clutches me tight and moans over my back. Hearing him sate his need is all the lift the wings of my desire need. I spread my knees wider, dig deep into Mallory and groan. The king withdraws and puts more of his hand inside of me than I thought possible. He doesn’t rub, just waits out the shuddering of the inner earthquake.
I drop my head onto Mallory’s stomach, panting.
The king moves, coming around to Mallory’s far side. He levers us both into his arms, one on each knee.
“My perfect ladies,” he murmurs, kissing me, then Mallory. She’s dazed, clinging to his neck and panting. The king’s cheek brushes against mine as he turns back, seeking my lips. Specks of purple dance around me, but every time I focus on them, they jump to the corner of my eye again.
My lord presses his lips against mine, and I mouth the words thank you against his lips. He grins.
“For?” he whispers.
“For helping me cheat.”
He shakes his head. “It wasn’t much. That was all you, but you’re welcome. Are you ready to go again?”
I cock an eyebrow. “Are you?” I challenge.
He slaps my ass, and I grin. I turn to check why Mallory isn’t joining in the banter. Her eyelids are heavy, and she moves with slow grace. When she does look at me, her pupils sparkle with the purple glint of the king’s magic, as if he’s somehow keeping her sedated, which is very likely considering he just had me in a kind of trance. The king lowers her back onto the bed.
“Come here,” he points to her side as he positions himself between her open legs. She reaches her hands for him, and he squeezes them.
I kneel, my leg brushing her ribs. “Lean on my shoulder,” the king commands. He pitches his shoulder toward me, and I rise and rest my arm on it. “Look down, and do not look away.”
His bulging cock nudges at Mallory’s entrance. I swallow around a lump in my throat. The mushroom head reaches for her and disappears inside. A whimper escapes me, half excitement and half grief that it is not in my body.
“Don’t cry, little rose,” he orders. “Savor it. Your turn will be next.”
He pushes deeper inside, his movements changing the formation of her crevice and exposing the delicate petals with each withdrawal. Their inner thighs brush together with a kiss at each of his plunges, gently rocking her body. My lord’s cock glistens with her honey-incense, his veins bulging blue against the skin. Even if my king hadn’t commanded it, I don’t think I could look away. My breathing shallows.
Mallory’s hands stroke my inner thighs, her delicate fingers teasing at the sensitive skin. I drop a tentative hand between her legs to stroke the firm pearl hidden within. She moans, and the king arches his head back at the sound. I was worried that we weren’t focusing on him enough, but I had forgotten what a woman’s sounds do to a man. If making Mallory gasp pleases him, then I’m all in.
Within a minute, her groans have stoked his fires, and I feel the wild edge prowling in his aura. He swears under his breath, jams his fingers inside me, and sends both of us into oblivion together. He barely finishes expelling himself in Mallory when he throws me down onto the bed on my back. I roll away, grinning as he stalks me. The bloodlust flickers in his eyes, turning them from gold to a smoky, dark amber. When he catches me, he throws me down on my side and lifts my left leg straight up against his chest. He plunges inside, leaving me moaning as he takes control of my mind and body and has his way.
I wake pressed against his side, with Mallory sleeping in mine. As I stir, the rustle of paper comes from behind me. Our lord is already awake and reading. His body shifts as he kisses my hair.
“Once again, you lived up to my expectations. Help Mallory back. I gave her a bit too much.”
“Yes, my lord.”
I shake her awake and bundle her to the edge of the bed, her head sagging twice. As I draw the curtains, the king calls my name. I turn back, glad to see he looks well-rested this morning.
“If I am less demanding on your body, can you take two nights in a row?”
My heart flip-flops. “Yes, my lord. I can.”
“Then be ready to return tonight.”
“I will. Good day, my king.”
His soft chuckle chases us out the door.
Mallory trips once on the return to the harem, and I put my arm around her waist. By the time we strip off our veils inside the compound walls, she’s pale and sagging against me, more asleep than awake.
“You really are a strange one,” she murmurs against my shoulder.
“How so?”
She shakes her head and staggers to her bedroom, leaving me to question if it was a compliment or a curse.




Chapter Nineteen
Sira
 
So begins a dizzying round of summons to the king’s bed that has me meeting with the other concubines in the most intimate ways. We do our best to set aside any awkwardness, but it’s not easy. Some women transform into different people in the king’s presence, and I admire their ability to perform regardless of who else is in bed. But others can’t meet my eye as we pass each other in the bathing house.
I thought I would share with every concubine, but there are several I’m not called with, including a man Mallory calls Alexander and one woman with short blonde hair who I noticed the king has never called, even once. She spends most of her days trailing a hand in the pool and gazing listlessly at the sky. Although reserved, she interacts with everyone except me, freezing me out with glaring silence.
When I ask Mallory, she shakes her head sadly. “Ahna? A sad story I’d rather not tell. She used to be the wife of the king’s brother, before the fight for ascension, that is.”
I look over at the slender lady with new eyes. “Has she ever been summoned?”
“No, and I don’t think she ever will. This is her prison.”
“Really?” I glance across the courtyard at her lonely figure, wondering what secrets lie in her past. I volunteered for the harem, believing I was sealing myself in for the same fate, but witnessing Ahna’s solitude has cold fingers of dread crawling down my spine. I couldn’t bear to be shut in here with no chance of seeing my lord.
All the ladies watch me with incredulous stares as I’m summoned night after night. My work is shared with others in the bed, so it’s not a difficult task. Still, sometimes, when the wildness overtakes him, the king cannot seem to let go of me, and I throb my way to swollen numbness between my legs, my nipples raw and overly sensitive. I thought I knew what hard work was, but my lord’s training pushes me beyond limits, so much so that I breathe a sigh of relief when my womanly flow comes, keeping me in the compound. But by the third night of my exclusion, I cry myself to sleep because I miss my lord’s touch so much.
The strength of my feelings has me shying away from the truth in my heart. I’m in new and dangerous territory with the king. I repeat my mantra over and over, ‘one of many, one of many’ and try to visualize the days of solitude that could await me whenever the king’s favor wanes. Ahna’s bitter presence serves as a cool cloth for my heart’s mounting fever but cannot restrain it entirely.
What concerns me most is that no matter how many times I’m called to serve, His Majesty seems no closer to the solution he is looking for. In fact, his frustration grows as steadily as the bags beneath his eyes. His aura is fragmented, his mind on other matters, as he seeks to exhaust himself on our bodies. Even his magical control slips, sometimes lifting completely and once crushing the air from my lungs. After that, he doesn’t call me for a night, and I know guilt burdens him.
The harem ladies become frantic when he doesn’t call anyone for three days. The slaves, when pressed, admit that he has left the palace, chasing rumors of a half-brother who survived the fight for the throne. I toss in my bed, cold and lonely, worrying over how exhausted he will be.
Finally, after four days, Mallory and I are summoned, along with Uri and Tyrone. Uri’s fingers brush against mine in the dark, steadying my nerves. As the guards search our bodies, the seneschal ushers the musicians out of the room. Usually, they slip out at midnight unless the king orders otherwise.
The seneschal looks us over, his brow furrowed. His eyes settle on me. “Take good care of him,” he murmurs.
Worms of anxiety writhe in my belly as the guards turn to open the doors. I can sense the raging presence of magic even before we enter. The king is sitting in a lounge chair for the first time when we enter, his knees spread and his hands dangling between them. My breath sputters as he lifts his head, revealing skin the color of ash. The moment he sees us, his magic latches on, stealing my breath and making me stagger with the enormous weight. The king leaps up before we’ve even knelt, takes three steps, and slings me to the floor.
Uri twists and leaps, catching my head just in time as the king lifts my dress and buries his bulging cock deep in one stroke. I cry out, reaching for his shoulders to touch the man I’ve missed so much. Uri supports my back to keep me from sliding across the polished wooden floorboards with each thrust.
King Jasper snaps his fingers at Tyrone. “Take her.” His voice is hoarse, fully overrun by the beast within.
Tyrone sweeps Mallory over his shoulder and bears her down on the floor beside me. Our lord sticks his fingers inside her and groans before Tyrone takes over.
We are a seething mass of fingers and legs and cocks. For hours, His Majesty releases his passions on us, on the floor, and on the couches. Three times, I have to say the word silver as his magic presses down on me, crushing my lungs. The king’s body shakes, his eyelids droop, but there is no end to the seething energy within him. Instead, the presence of his magic swells in my awareness as if being fed from new wells.
Tears prick my eyes as I see him straining and growling at the edge of physical limits, kept upright by the buzzing energy of his inner powers and sometimes his boys. I chew on my lip as he buries himself inside Uri, hammering light blows against Tyrone’s chest as the man holds him upright. The king screams in frustration, and I know that we must try something new to drain the magic, the source of the problem.
The king bows over Uri’s back, taking his minute to recharge. I can’t tell for sure if the sweat dripping from his face contains tears, but my lord’s eyes are red-rimmed.
I stand and offer my hands. “My lord, will you do the fish dance with me?”
His eyes are clouded as he looks up and wipes his brow with a forearm. I think he might be in a trance state, but he pulls free of Uri and slaps the muscled ass affectionately. Tyrone washes the king’s cock, then our lord turns to me.
“Do we need music?”
“No.”
There’s not enough space inside, so I take his hand and draw him out to the garden. Torchlights flicker in the night breeze, casting trails of gold across the dark grass. I jerk to a halt as the heads of a dozen guards turn our way, hands tightening on sword hilts. Shit! I can only imagine what these elite warriors think as four soaked and unclothed people spill out the doors onto the grass. I step in front of our lord, covering his nakedness, hesitating.
Tyrone whispers in the king’s ear.
“Dismissed,” King Jasper’s voice rings out, loud but jagged. The knight’s boots beat a hasty retreat, and they stream back into the room as we descend the steps. I shake off the burn of embarrassment and hold my hand out to the king.
“Can you give us more light, my lord?”
Lilac witch lights twinkle overhead. When he casts four, I ask him for as many as he can give us, and the sky fills up like a purple sunset.
“Watch and learn,” I tell the others before placing myself in the ready position, hands high. The king nods when I ask him to raise the enchantment, and I begin, leading my feverish lord through each step as I hum. The grass absorbs my footfalls, so I replace the stamp with a clap that echoes off the stone walls. Wavering tendrils of purple steam rise from the grass with each move, creating a glowing, translucent lace mesh around our knees and waists. Mallory murmurs in delight, reaching a finger to touch the power when I come close to her.
The king halts us just before the finale, and we start over, bringing the other concubines in to learn the moves. I’m amazed they are still standing but they stumble their way through, and we laugh as we contort and twirl. By the fourth try, we move in harmony, each in a different corner of the garden with the king in the middle. Ropes of flaming purple magic cover the entire garden with a translucent net between our knees.
The muscles in my legs burn, and my arms are weak as cooked carrots as I fumble from one stanza to the next, skipping corners in the movements wherever I can.
The overwhelming presence of the king’s magic begins to recede. He calls to me, and beneath the canopy of purple, has his way with me right there on the damp lawn, wringing out yet another powerful, stomach-crunching orgasm that has us both writhing and groaning like animals.
I gasp when he topples forward. “My lord?”
Uri and Tyrone hush me and check his pulse. “He’s asleep.”
They heave him up together and carry him inside to the bed. The terrace doors click shut as Mallory locks up behind us.
“Will he be okay?” I ask as my heart clenches.
“He’s sleeping. That’s what he needs most.”
I lean on the edge of the bed, the edges of my vision graying. “What do we do?”
Uri offers me his hand, and the boys tuck me against our lord’s chest. “Sleep, sweet Sira. You’ve earned it.”
I lever my shoulder under the king’s arm and pull his hand against my stomach, just where he seems to prefer it. I open my mouth to bid the others goodnight as they settle around us, but darkness steals the words from my tongue.
∞∞∞
 
Something ominous brushes against my awareness, and I twitch awake, stinging alertness pounding through my veins. Not even a bad dream could rouse such a murderous aura. It shines against my back like a physical presence, and I gasp. My lord is there! My mind screams at me to run away, but instead, my body bridges and rolls toward the evil, flattening my lord under me.
Someone yells, but my focus locks on the glint of metal coming through the curtains. I should reach for it, turn it aside, but my body is too heavy with exhaustion and magic. It’s enough if I can just stop it getting to my lord.
Blinding light floods my vision as my chest explodes with pain. I scream, and the bed erupts beneath me. The murderous aura standing beside the bed shrieks with burning hatred as the owner, a hooded man, swears and turns to flee. His knife has stuck fast below my shoulder, and the sight of the hilt makes me choke. I cry out again as the weight of the king’s magic leaves me in an instant, abandoning me to face the icy shock of the razor metal alone.
A purple fireball surges past me, but the agony hammering through my body leaves no energy for me to react. Pain and I are intimate friends, but this monster is unknown. The room fills with shouting people, the heavy thud of boots, and the screeches of drawn blades, each sound a physical blow to my throbbing body. It’s as if someone is banging my head on the floor. The thumping between my ears makes my stomach clamp with nausea. My lungs constrict, and foam froths on my lips.
But the thunder in my head pales compared to the agony of fire in my shoulder. My back arches as a thousand hornets attack my shoulder and arm. I reach for the dual hilts sticking out from my chest, my hand passing through one leather grip that is a mirage.
A strong hand traps mine. “You can’t pull it out!”
I grit my teeth, trying to get above the pain wave as I’ve spent so many years teaching myself. My every movement doubles and redoubles the fire in my chest, yet I can’t seem to keep still. My whole body spasms, and firm hands pin me down. Voices roar, but I can’t focus on them.
“It’s poisoned.”
If I could get warm, maybe I could gather myself. “So cold.” So icy it burns my skin like frostbite, or maybe I’m too hot, and it stings like a searing flame. “Give me the weight back,” I beg.
“Sira,” my lord cautions, voice thick with doubt.
“Give it back!” I yell, the effort making me dry retch as my head verges on exploding.
I hear gasps, then silence descends on the room, and a second later, the warm cocoon envelops me. With the edge of cold taken off, I claw my way out of the abyss of pain, sweating and mumbling as I lock each fragment into the back of my mind. The only way to survive pain is to stay ahead of it, to muster myself over and over and tell myself it’s not too much to bear.
I am a survivor. I chose life, not death. Beth and Josa would tell me to get a grip since I’ve had far worse pain. Josa would give me her deadpan stare and tell me pain is just an illusion in my mind. An illusion. An illusion.
My breathing steadies.
The acrid scent of charred flesh burns in my nose, and a man screams. I slide my head to the side, the sound of my hair on the pillow loud as falling trees. The bed curtains are flung wide open, and people fill the room, most with their attention fixed on a blazing purple sack suspended in midair. A man with a close-cropped blond beard writhes inside, screaming as smoke rises from his skin.
The king’s murderous aura floods the room, making it hard to look at him.
“Don’t kill him, my lord,” I murmur.
He hears me and turns, his flashing gold eyes so dark they are brown. I gulp as his murky, writhing aura focuses on me. Someone has wrapped him in a purple and gold embroidered robe, and he crosses his arms across my chest. Even with my vision blurred, I can’t help admiring his beauty.
His trembling fists clench. I’ve made him very angry—again.
My words come barely above a whisper. “You won’t get answers if you kill him now.”
He shakes his head at me and steps closer to the bed. “Foolish woman! That knife was meant for me!”
A smile drags on my lips. “Then I’m glad I received it instead.”
My lord growls under his breath. “Have you learned nothing?”
I struggle to orient my slippery thoughts within the avalanche inside my body, so it takes me a long time to answer. The king leans over me as I slur, “There is one thing more precious than a king’s woman.”
I try to lift my hand to point, but someone has my fingers locked in a death grip, and the wounded arm won’t move at all.
“The king.”
His face breaks as if he is the one in agony. “Why isn’t the physician here yet?” my lord calls, and there’s a flurry of activity.
My over-heavy eyelids close.
“Don’t faint, Sira,” Tyrone warns from my other side.
“I would if I could,” I say. Fainting would be a peaceful release from the storm within that seeks to strip the flesh from my bones.
“Stop being rebellious.”
The chuckle that tries to rise from my chest comes out as a cough, triggering a fresh cascade of pain.
The physician arrives. My body tips as I’m lifted.
“The point has gone right through, Your Majesty. She’ll need extensive surgery, but it has missed the heart. There’s no telling what use she’ll recover of the arm.”
I click my tongue. “There goes my dream of being an archer.” I attempt another laugh, but it gurgles in my froth-filled throat.
In the following silence, the physician looks from me to the king, his eyes wide. “Is she normally like this?”
“All the time,” the king mutters. “She’s quite conscious.”
The physician clears his voice into his hand. “As to the poison, I think I can identify the source, but it’s already in her bloodstream. I can minimize only some of the effects. The rest is up to her ability to fight.”
My lord’s hand rests on my forehead. “Then you must fight, Sira. Do you hear your king’s command?”
I grunt. I think there’s a reason I should answer him respectfully, but I can’t seem to remember what it is.
“Let’s get her on a stretcher.”
“Do it here.”
“Your Majesty, when I remove that blade, the blood loss will be extensive.”
The king’s voice rises, and I wince. “Do you think I care about blood on my sheets for the woman who just saved my life? You want to take my concubine, seething in pain and naked through the palace?”
“Forgive me, Your Majesty. I didn’t think it through.”
No! This is the king’s sacred space. I won’t have visions of my blood here to disturb his rest. “No,” my voice comes clearer than before. “Let me go, my lord—somewhere quiet.”
He swears softly under his breath. “Uri, Mallory, go with her.”
A minute later, I cry out when the wasps renew their stinging attack as hands lift my body. The tight grip on my hand never lets go as I’m shifted to a stretcher and covered in a blanket. The veil slips over my whole body like I’m a corpse already, but I’m in too much agony to care. The room bounces, and I realize my mistake as the king’s magic slips free of me, leaving me alone with cold, uncontrollable shakes in its wake.
Darkness presses in on me, punctuated by the occasional orange flare of torchlight. I clench my teeth against whimpers and recite my mantras, but I can’t help screaming when cold hands lift me onto a hard table. Restraints pass over my body, and I begin to thrash. Bane will break me if he begins now.
“We’re here, Sira. You are in the physician’s workroom. Bear with it.” Uri rests his hands on me. Uri, the tender concubine, my first friend here. He won’t let them whip me. I groan.
“You better get through this.” Mallory still grips my hand. “You’ve changed us all too much to leave us now.”
The physician leans over me, and I don’t care for the tremor in his aura. “I hope you’re a strong one, woman of the king.” He tugs on the blade lodged in my chest, and I scream. Then I know true pain.
Night bleeds into day, then night again. My hours are a blur of throbbing pain and voices that seem to scream in my ears. I doze in blissful peace, only to wake to more hornets attacking my arm. They move their aggression in a slow but steady march across my chest and into first my lungs and ribs, then my belly and hips.
Wandering among shadows, I find myself in Bane’s keep, his women chanting at me to hurry up and die. Only the nameless woman stays silent, her gaze locked on mine in reproof. I know what she thinks. How dare I stop living after the demonic things I’ve done to survive? She is gone from the world, and I don’t dare face her in death. I turn away and thrash, looking for light and air above a sea that drowns me over and over.
The beautiful voices of a distant happy dream call to me, telling me to come back, but I don’t know the way. A golden light shines on me, and I call out, asking it to come find me.
“We’re losing her, Your Majesty. The final option is to burn out the poison if you can.”
“I don’t know how.”
“If you want her to live, you must try.”
The beautiful golden light looks at me, and I reach for it. It grows and grows in my embrace. But I have been tricked because it is not here to rescue me but to consume me. I back away as it blazes hot as the sun, scorching every vein, every bone, every last scrap of my existence. Fire fills me, consumes me, dries me to a crisp. I scream and scream, apologizing and begging for mercy. I have displeased Bane, and he staked me out for the Sun Warrior to devour me.
But I must live. Someone asked me to live. Someone I want to find again. A little longer. Another hour. One more day. I can live for just one more day, can’t I?
The sun releases me, and I fall back in time and space, gasping through a shredded throat. The room swims around me, but the white walls and sunlight through the window tell me I am in the palace of the king—my king.
He looks down at me with his liquid gold eyes, his pale skin streaked with dark lines on either side of his nose. I reach one hand to stroke that sharp jaw and the thin lips I love so much. There is a look in his eye I cannot understand, and his aura seems to fold around us like wings that reach for me.
“Are you alive, woman of the king?” he asks, his voice cracking.
I lick cracked lips. “I am, my lord.”
Three times. Three times this man has turned me from the path of death. I will worship him forever.




Chapter Twenty
Jasper
 
I pace the open floor in front of my lifeless fireplace, hand clenching and unclenching against my sword hilt. The vision of Sira, pale, sweating, and pleading for mercy, won’t leave. If I ever get my hands on the man who mistreated her so badly, I’ll burn him to ash.
But I’m just as bad. Twice now, I’ve brought Sira to death’s door! A growl bursts from deep within me, and my fist slams into the wall, leaving the plaster streaked with fine cracks. Another life destroyed in my bed. And another assassin coming after me and what’s mine!
Where the fuck is Li when I need him most?
I want nothing more than to sit by Sira’s bedside, holding her hand as Uri is, but the duties of a king don’t stop. The physician assured me she’s out of danger now, and I laugh as I recall his words, the bitter sound echoing around the empty room. As long as she’s with me, she’ll always be in danger. Yet, I can’t bear to stay away from her either. She has bound me to herself like she’s some kind of drug. There’s no denying she’s affecting me—and my magic. And not me alone. Every night I spend with her, my magic transfers more smoothly to the others, and I swear they can hold more of my power than previously. I’ve been sleeping better than I have for years.
Leaning against the mantle, I groan deeply. Shit, I hurt her so badly, burning out the poison. I hope never to hear a woman scream that way again, and the fact it was my little rose cuts twice as deep. My magic nearly broke my control, surging through her. But the sweet relief when she came back to her senses was like water to a dying man, a man she’ll probably never want to see again.
I cough around an uncomfortable lump in my throat and pound my fist against the solid wood. Why do the ones precious to me get hurt the most?
And Sira is precious to me, more than I want to admit. Her effect on me is as profound as it is unexplainable. Whenever she’s in my bed, my magic flows to the others effortlessly, as if she’s a conduit. Now she has a ruined shoulder, which will likely give her more pain for life.
“Why?” My frustrated yell whips through the room.
A knock sounds, followed by a grating creak as my door opens. “Your Majesty?”
“I said I was to be left alone!” I yell at my seneschal.
“Well, I see you’re in a fine mood!”
I swing about at the sound of the familiar low voice, my knees going weak at the sight of the man entering behind Leroy. He tugs down the cloth mask covering his short beard and smiles at me, melting my soul. His red-brown hair is braided tightly and hangs over his shoulder, every line of his lithe body a balanced, graceful dance as he steps forward, just like hers.
The realization hits me hard, and I grip the mantle. “Out!” I point to Leroy, who quickly closes the door, leaving me with my hunter, my best friend, and the man who made me king. “What took you so damn long!” My magic surges wildly.
He eyes me up and down and huffs. “Look at the state you’re in.” His bottomless dark eyes glint as he steps close. “Find your control, Jasper.” His voice has an animalistic growl to it, and a shiver runs down my spine. He’s been gone so long, tracking news of my treacherous brother.
“That kind of happens when an assassin almost kills my concubine,” I snap. My magic lashes at him, but he bats it away easily, the only man on the planet capable of doing so.
“Control in all things, Jas,” he warns.
Li has every right to chastise me, and he’s the only person who could say such things, but I’m so damn tired of keeping myself under control, day and night. I lunge for him with a growl, my magic smashing against his as he catches me and flings me onto the couch with his inhuman strength. Our mouths crash together, and I feed on him hungrily, his answering response just as desperate. The room explodes with dark, glittering sparks as clouds of my purple magic collide with his charcoal-colored power.
The rock and rain scent of him fills my nose as I unleash myself. Wind from our combined raging power rattles through the room, shaking picture frames and blowing my lunch dishes to the floor in a crash of pottery. I wrestle against my hunter’s powerful grip, throwing us to the floor. Over and over, we roll, fighting for control as we steal kisses. I feed my body from my wild magic to match his physical strength.
His grin grows wider the longer I resist his dominance. All thoughts flee from my head. There’s no room to worry about anything but this moment with him. If my concentration slips even for a second, he will overwhelm me.
My hunter pins me to the floor, grabbing a handful of my hair near the roots and tilting my head to suck my tongue. His lean form hides an inner weight and strength that goes beyond human capabilities, but that’s what makes him able to handle me. His unique heritage doesn’t bother me at all. The moment I laid eyes on him, I knew he had to be part of my future, and he’s never let me down. He’s also the only person I can lay with without worrying for his safety and who I trust to dominate me entirely. I groan into his demanding kiss.
In a blinding flash, my magic surrounds his, trapping it in an impenetrable ball. He has me below. I have him above. I could fight more, but here, pressed against his chest, my resistance drains away. With everyone else, I am the indomitable king. With Li, I am just Jasper: wounded, broken, a monster.
My power flickers, retreating, and Li goes on offense, flattening my body and my power beneath his will. Surrender is sweet. He tears at my clothes in triumph, stripping me bare before he drags me upright, kicking the lounge that we’ve overturned in our haste into an upright position. His hands, roughened from more years of fighting than I have even lived, search out every inch of my skin, raising a chorus of desires in my body.
We need no words. Li knows me too well, and I know him, although soon enough, his dirty talk will fill my ears and drive me out of my mind. He pulls me onto his lap, biting and licking his way across my chest, turning the burning in my loins into a blazing fireball of need.
“Li,” I plead, barely knowing what I’m asking.
“I’m going to fuck you until you can hardly move,” he promises, his low growl sparking tingles that run through my thighs. “And you’re going to take every second of it and beg for more.”
A groan escapes me. Usually, my lovers beg me, but I can surrender control with Li—and choice. Every day, people clamor at me, demanding decisions, but for this brief hour, I float, nothing required of me except to be present. The intensity of my hunter doesn’t allow for anything else to intrude. We exist in a strange balance of give and take, Li and I. He never asserts his dominance outside of our private times together and never interferes in matters of state. Even when he joins me with my other lovers, he plays the role of a concubine as if those interactions sated his needs. But I know better. Li needs more than sex to be satiated.
He reaches underneath me, strong hands stroking the full length of my swollen cock, pinching and pressing until he finds the base deep in my groin. He tugs my face closer to him, licking at my lips and biting on my jaw. Then his hand moves to stroke my back and hip before sliding around my ass. From somewhere in his pocket, he pulls a vial, and I twitch at the cool touch of oil against my opening. His erection strains against my stomach as we writhe against each other, and I groan in anticipation.
“I can feel you quivering in every muscle,” he murmurs into my ear, nipping at the sensitive skin. “Are you burning?”
“Yes,” I moan, thrusting against him. He strokes me hard, lighting my nerve endings on fire. My legs weaken, and I sag against him.
“Hungering?” His finger stretches me open.
“Shit, yes!” It’s not just my body he has in his relentless grip, but my magic as well.
“Wanting?”
“Li!” My voice takes on its own warning growl, my magic lashing at his grip.
He chuckles and nips my nipple. “Come for me,” he demands. His coated finger slips inside me, pressing against the spot that has fire erupting in my stomach.
I groan and strain into him, coating his hand with my arousal in great pumps of white cream. His eyes darken with a predatory interest that I know so well, and he licks his lips.
“Get on your knees!”
***
 
Time blurs while the hunter shatters me over and over until I’m spent, and my wild magic is tamed. It’s difficult to say exactly what the union with Li is, but it’s more than physical. He has a way of burrowing into my soul, letting me know I’m never alone. I believe it has something to do with the innate gifts of his kind, and he’s used it on many occasions to rescue me from reliving the horrors in my past. Somehow, my hunter can see into my memories and draw out their bitter sting, but his methods are not for the faint-hearted.
We lie on the couch, streaked with sweat and blowing hard, my head nuzzled under his chin in a rare moment of calm. But I can’t stay here forever, avoiding my responsibilities. Elivah was hunting, and he interrupted his chase to come home to me in my hour of need. Those responsibilities include the problem one who almost killed Sira. I will destroy him.
“Did you find him?”
We both know him refers to my brother Farah. My hunter’s lips flatten into a tight line of disgust. “I haven’t laid eyes on him, but I caught his scent. He’s really crawled out of whatever hole he’s been licking his wounds in. I got good word that he came in by ship via Kalcurra.”
I stiffen. “Hiding in Kirihan?” Our neighbors on the east border aren’t my favorite people, but we do have a solid treaty in place. I was once attacked there while hunting down my brother Isaja, although that led me to meet Uri, once a Kirihan prisoner of war.
“I think not. The ship came from further east, Thatayis country. But Ovanian mercenaries disguised as traders entered the country, and some warlord from the Trik mountains has been sniffing around our borders.” A deep breath heaves his chest. “I’ll find him, Jasper. I promise you that. Besides, we have something of his.”
I grunt. The warring districts of Thatayis across the small black sea would be a chaotic enough place for a fugitive prince to hide his tracks, even from a man of Li’s remarkable skills. With my iron grip growing every day on Gretolia, it would make sense he’d need mercenaries, though Sun-Lord-knows-how he financed them. Probably with promises of gold from the royal treasury. I don’t know much about Trik since the area is rugged and largely impassable for my army of mounted lancers and archers. They’ve stayed out of our disputes for the past two decades. But west is where Sira seems to have come from.
“She almost died, Li.”
Rogue tears roll down my cheeks, and Li licks them. He rocks upright and scoops me up as if I weigh nothing, carrying me to the bed in his arms.
Depositing us on the covers with a grunt, he says, “I came as soon as I heard. How is she?”
I wrap him in my arms, crushing him to me with all the strength I have left. “She’ll live, but the damn animal poisoned the blade, and I had to burn it out, Li! She already took too much of my power once, and her heart stopped! I can’t go through it again, Li! I can’t!”
He shushes me and presses his lips against mine, his beard whiskering against my upper lip and chin. “She’s not like the other one, Jas. You’re in control of your power now.” His breath is hot and tastes faintly of bread and the half-glass of wine I had with my lunch. Sticky dust coats my fingers as I run my hands through his hair, meaning he must have come straight to me from a long ride. He runs his hands down my back in soothing strokes, then leans back, examining my face. “Something about you seems different.”
“It’s her, Li. She . . . Sira affects my power somehow. I didn’t know such beings existed, but I suspect she can influence magic without having any of her own. It’s easier to transfer my power, and the others are receiving more, if I’m not mistaken. And I’m sleeping better.”
“An ambient, perhaps.” Li nods slowly. “I am interested in meeting her.”
Ambient. I’ve heard the word before, during one of our discussions on magic, but I’d forgotten. I rest my head against his shoulder. It’s a rare skill, and my hunter mentioned it more as a theory than someone I was ever likely to meet. Of course Sira and Li should come together.
But will she want to meet him? My hunter is not an easy person to know. More to the point, will she want to meet me again after coming so close to death a second time in my care? All the woman wanted was peace and safety, and I’ve brought her harm after harm.
“I doubt she even wants to meet me again.”
Li scoffs. “Stop destroying yourself over this. She’s alive and yours to command. This world is yours to command, Jas. I’m yours to command.”
I burrow my face into the crook of his shoulder, breathing deeply. My heart clenches as I think of the blackened gash in her shoulder, the uncontrollable shakes as the poison attacked her nerves. The things she screamed while I burned out the toxins were enough to make any grown man cry. And after it all, the sweet smile she had just for me when her dark eyes finally focused.
I’ll call for Sira, but only when she’s well and if she reaches for me first.




Chapter Twenty-One
Sira
 
The king is angry, so angry I haven’t seen him in four weeks. The speech he gave the concubines when I staggered back to the harem days after my surgery was full of praise for a heroic woman who saved his life, but the truth burns much deeper. As my blurred memories of that night fall into place, I can understand why. I commanded him and demanded things of him in front of a room full of courtiers, and I screamed at everyone, including the king himself. All my life, I’ve been a screw-up, making bad situations worse, and now I’ve done it in the royal bedchamber.
I also risked my life yet again, though no matter how much I think it through, I can’t see any alternative. If I had to choose again, I would do exactly the same. For that, I will bear his anger for the rest of my life, satisfied that he is alive to do so.
That’s what I tell myself, but the fear of remaining in the harem for the rest of my days, denied the life-giving shine of his affection, scares me to death.
With my good arm, I wrap my shawl tighter and turn my face to the early-morning sun as I squeeze the physician’s cloth ball to strengthen my arm. Across the courtyard, Ahna glares at me over her breakfast, her aura darker than midnight, as if I should never have returned. Could she have preferred the king die? The suspicion leaves an uneasy sludge in my belly, but I can’t shake it. After all, if the rumors are true, King Jasper killed her husband. It sounds like a good reason for a grudge.
A shadow passes by, breaking my stare. “Hey,” Mallory sits down on the bench next to me.
I lean my head on her shoulder. “Morning.”
Except for when the king summons her and when we sleep, she hardly leaves my side, helping me navigate life with one good arm. At first, I thought it was just on the king’s orders, but as time slips away and it seems I am forgotten, I think the friendship with her might be real. I hope it is because her heart is purer than first snow.
She watches as my hand curls around the ball. “How are you?”
“Famished.”
She eyes the half-eaten plate of rice on the bench next to me, eyebrows raised. Dark sleep-circles shadow her cheeks.
I snort a laugh. “Not for that. How is he?” King Jasper’s summons have been chaotic for weeks as he comes and goes from the palace, chasing rumors of a rebel. The women who return from his bed look like they’ve been through a hurricane.
She sighs. “Restless. There’s been no sign of Prince Farah, and His Majesty’s temper is fraying.”
I close my eyes and groan. “No one will rest until the threat is gone.”
I ask if there’s news of how the assassin got in. She tells me the gossip, including that the king had a guard beheaded for leaving his post. What she avoids talking about is what I’ve already heard from Tamari.
The attacker came in over the king’s garden walls. Walls that should have had a dozen men watching them, except my stupid idea to dance sent them away. Tears burn the back of my nose. What are the chances that the only night the guards were sent out was when the assassin chose to strike? My gut tells me it wasn’t a coincidence.
My vision blurs, and I heave to my feet, not wanting Mallory to see me cry. She squeezes my good hand as I turn away and dash to my room.
Hours later, after I’ve cried myself out and washed my face, I seek out June.
“Is that offer to learn to read still on the table?”
She peers over the edge of a book at me, looking me up and down. She snaps the volume shut and tucks it under her arm.
“For sure.”
Over the next week, I bury myself in her lessons, stretching the far corners of my dusty mind with the new and difficult task. Every time I feel like giving up, Mallory swings by to kiss my hair and tell me there’s nothing I can’t do.
The physician visits every day, giving me new exercises and heavier objects to lift. I should be thrilled to be able to grip a cup again and wrap a dress around my body, but I can’t lift my arm above eye level, and the physician’s pursed lips tell me that’s not good news.
I resign myself to a life of solitude, but it stings bitterly deep in my soul. What king would want a woman with a ruined body? I won’t be able to cling to his neck or last long stroking his glorious manhood. My tears flow more often, and my appetite fades.
Then one evening, Mallory comes running to my room after the sound of the gong rings across the compound.
“Sira?” She throws my door open, and I sit up on the bed. “Your name has been called.”
My breath hitches. “You’re not joking, are you?”
She glares at me. “Am I a joking kind of woman?”
My bottom lip creeps between my teeth as I shake my head.
“Well? Why are you sitting here? Are you on your monthlies or something?”
My body comes to life, flooding with burning hope. After all this time, he’s finally called for me. Have I been forgiven? Am I to receive a third chance? My feet barely touch the ground as I follow the seneschal across the courtyard to the royal bedroom. Butterflies hatch in my stomach and grow to the size of seagulls as I follow him, alone.
When I lift my veil for inspection outside the king’s door, the blond Royal Knight eyes me oddly. But my entire being is yearning for what is beyond that gold-crusted door, so I don’t even care as his fingers rove my hair, mouth, and dress, searching for weapons. Only when his fingers seem to linger on the new scars across my shoulder do I flinch. He yanks his hand away, steps back, and bows to me.
The seneschal catches me staring. “We are all grateful to you, lady Sira. Please enter.”
Grateful? What is there to be thankful for when my guilt is bigger than any act of my body?
My heart skitters at the sight of King Jasper sitting on his couch. He rests his head on one arm that balances on the rim of the lounge. His silvery hair is pulled back from his face, which is sharper and more severe and more beautiful than ever in the evening shadows.
I kneel before him and lower my head over my knees.
“Look up.” His modulated voice gives me no hint of his feelings. He leans forward and flicks open my dress, exposing the red streak beside my clavicle bones. Despite the physician’s best treatments and constant balms, my skin healed with a depression and two inches of red scarring.
My lord walks around me and runs his fingers over the matching smaller scar on my back. He returns to his seat, crossing one ankle over his knee.
“Raise your arm until you feel pain.”
I lift until my hand is level with my shoulder, then stop with a wince.
The king sighs, and I clench my teeth to fight back the tears at the sound of his disappointment. I want to reassure him, but I can’t bear to trigger his anger. My gaze slides to the musicians in the corner. We are not in the sacred confines of the bed, and there are witnesses in the room, so I can’t take liberties.
I wish I could read his mind like I can his aura. Then again, it likely wouldn’t be pleasant since his aura is a barely contained mass of something dark I can’t quite pinpoint—or don’t want to, for fear of the ache my heart will feel.
Worse still, there are dark circles under his eyes, and his skin looks slack.
“A man does not like to be in debt, Sira.” His voice is cold, shrinking what little hope burns within me.
I’ve put him in a difficult position, but this shutout is not fair. I obeyed his command, and I stayed alive, so am I really rejected because my body is marred? He knew it was marred even before I arrived at the place.
Better to have succumbed to the poison than live apart from him forever. I rub at the old scar on my wrist but can’t seem to find it with my fingers trembling so much.
“I owe you three wishes. Think carefully about what you want, and next time I summon you, I will ask for your first answer. I hope you eat more before I see you again. You are dismissed.”
My heart crashes to my feet. Dismissed? I hesitate, hoping I heard him wrong, but he flicks his fingers at me, a frown crossing his face. Easing up from my knees, I throw him one last pleading look, but he has already turned his face away.
I suck on my sobs until I’m back in the harem, barely making it to my room before the torrent pours out of me. The gong rings out across the compound a second time, and I break apart, sobbing and curling around my burning stomach. Where is the value in a woman of the king if she never serves the king? How can a flower thrive in a dark cave with no sun to caress its face?
I try to grasp his promise that I will see him again, but knowing he only wants to repay an imaginary debt leaves me choking for air. Even if I wish for him to take me into his bed again, it would only be out of pity and not desire. He might need my stamina to hold his magic, but the purpose of him spreading his burden is to reduce the risk to his life, and I only endangered it more.
Days pass. The king told me to eat, but the food is tasteless and sticks in my throat. I spend each day in a trance and the nights in a fitful state of half-sleep as the dead whisper in my ear. They are the voices of other women in my past who were tossed aside because they failed or simply because their master enjoyed seeing their downfall.
The ladies of the harem urge me to eat, but their accusing eyes follow me like the ghost of the nameless woman, and I find it easier not to see them. I can’t face her in death just yet, so I must live, but I’m having trouble finding the will to do anything more than exist. The world’s greatest beauty is shut in this compound with me, yet I see only ash all around. How could I have let myself fall for a man so hard and so fast? Not just a man—I’m in love with all the beauty that explodes within the confines of his bed.
Pieces of that love check in on me frequently. I have to send Mallory away because the sight of her floods me with so much memory that desire tingles in my core. Tamari is the only one I can look at and feel a measure of bittersweet relief. She checks on me every hour, her tender, silent care a balm to my sense of worthlessness.
Three more days pass, and I watch from the back of the crowd as the seneschal calls the names of other concubines. My chest constricts as I lie alone in my bed, imagining the warm activity going on in the king’s room.
On the fourth night, I hear my name, but instead of tingles, leaden dread washes over me. Uri and Tyrone join me on the trek that tonight feels longer than it should be. Uri brushes my fingers in the dark, but I withdraw, not wanting his gentleness to trigger more tears.
We kneel, and the king calls the boys to his side, leaving me alone in the center of the room. He rests his legs over Uri while running a hand through Tyrone’s blond hair as the concubine sits on the floor beside him.
“Have you considered your first wish, Sira?”
“I have, my lord.”
“Then speak.”
I lick my dry lips. “I ask His Majesty to visit the harem once per week.”
His hand clenches in Tyrone’s short curls. “For how long?”
Looking up, I clench my fists and hold his golden gaze. “For as long as I am there.”
To live, I have chosen the path of rebellion. It is the only way I survived Bane’s grip, so I will wield my foolish stubbornness again. I won’t force the king to take me to his bed, but I want to see his face once in a while if I must live in exclusion. And it’s far better for the ladies to have a promise like this than for me to waste my wish on just one of them, for one night.
The king’s jaw works side to side. “You are aware of the usual nature of the wishes my women make?”
“I am.” Is it my imagination, or is he disappointed? Have I asked for too much?
“And yet you ask this of me?”
I dig my nails into my palms. “I do.”
His chest expands. “What do you suggest?”
“Whatever Your Majesty can manage. Perhaps supper shared with your treasures one evening a week since I know your mornings are busy.” My gaze flits across the wide-eyed faces of Uri and Tyrone. “And I do not mean only the women of your people.”
His fingers dig into Tyrone’s scalp. “Why do you ask this?”
Why? Because I feel like I can’t keep my word to him if I can’t see his face, and because the women spend every night with bated breath, waiting for his call. If he forgets a name, that woman will never be in his presence again. If he sees my face, he can’t forget my name.
I keep my reply simple, locking my fingers in my dress for courage. “Because your women miss you.”
He sighs, the sound slicing at me like another poison blade.
I bow my head to the floor. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I have trespassed on your generosity. I will reconsider.”
He snorts. “Are you saying the king’s generosity is not large enough to keep his word?”
“Never, my king. Only that I have been slow in realizing the burden this would place upon Your Majesty’s schedule.”
“Your words are not helping, Sira.” There’s a frustrated growl in his tone. “Sit up.” His golden eyes peer into my soul. “I will grant your wish, but I reserve the right to alternate between the men and women if time does not allow for both in the week. Furthermore, times I am absent from the palace will not be redeemed, nor will state occasions and festivals. Does that still meet your satisfaction?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” I would have settled for once a year, but fortnightly or even monthly is wonderful.
“Why do you not refer to me as your lord?”
My brows knit together as I glance up, taking in the boys as well as the king. Uri watches me with a loving smile curving his full lips.
“We are not in the sacred confines of your bed where I was permitted to do so, Your Majesty.”
The king’s nostrils flare, and I wait, holding my breath and wishing on every celestial that he will invite me there now. He reaches for Uri, who moves to press against his chest, and then my lord dismisses me. Expecting it does nothing to ease the sting of rejection, but I manage to contain my tears. I have made a small victory. He will never be able to forget me now.




Chapter Twenty-Two
Sira
 
True to his promise, at breakfast in the morning, the seneschal announces the king’s intentions to visit the next day.
June watches with hawk eyes as I smile into my bowl of porridge. “Do you know something about this, Sira?”
I reach for her hand and squeeze it. “I hope you forgive me. You are teaching me to read, but I have no wish to repay you.”
Her free hand jerks, knocking her empty bowl off the stone bench, and the pottery shatters on the tile floor with a loud crack. “So that’s how it is? You’re a sly beast.”
I snort. I’m not the beast in this palace. “Will you continue to teach me?”
She sighs. “I will try, though you seem to have no aptitude for it.”
A grin escapes me. “You’re right.” I slide off the bench and crouch down, sweeping the fragments of the bowl together with the biggest piece. “I don’t have many talents, but you should see how I can scrub floors.”
She covers her open mouth with a dainty hand that looks like it’s never seen a day’s hard work, and I laugh for the first time in weeks.
The king arrives at sunset, dazzling in a formal suit of gold brocade and escorted by two Royal Knights. My lord’s aura is nervous, but he hides it well, brushing the cheeks of each woman as he greets them by name. I leave it to Mallory to break the tension, and she asks the king for palace news as the women bring him plates heaped with their favorite foods. Lady Who-Who soon takes over, offering to play her panpipe for him, and the courtyard fills with the elegant tune.
I’m content to sit and watch from a distance, eating busily anytime he glances my way. The women smile more than I’ve seen since I arrived, as the king graces them with small touches and compliments. He even pauses by Ahna for a quick conversation, though I can’t hear what they discuss. When her aura remains neutral, I wonder if maybe I read her wrong and she was just jealous of me rather than hating him.
The hour ends with cheers when our lord announces his intention to repeat the visit weekly.
Word gets around fast, which I blame entirely on June. By the next day, most of the ladies have come to kiss my hand or hug me. I smile, but the warmth doesn’t reach my heart. I wonder how they will feel about my next wish.
When the king summons me three days later to hear it, I lock my hands in my lap. “The women need activities, Your Majesty.”
His eyebrows lift, his finger tapping against the side of a goblet held loosely in his hands.
“We have only a little music and reading to occupy our attention if we have the ability, and nothing but baths for our bodies. Even your boys have staff practice, do they not? Send us teachers to increase our stamina and train us.”
His eyes widen. “To fight?”
I shake my head. “It need not be fighting. Staff work can be done purely for competition, as can archery.”
He chokes, spilling his goblet of wine. Uri and Tyrone reach to assist, but he waves them away.
“Do you have no selfish wish to make, Sira?”
I lower my head. “These are selfish, my lord.” How can they not be when they impact the environment I’ll be in for the rest of my life? Plus, I can’t bear to see the shadows below his eyes, and fitter bodies mean greater endurance for serving his needs. I don’t know why it isn’t a requirement already.
“They need not all be fighting arts, Your Majesty. I myself would be interested in learning to paint.”
“Paint?” He blinks at me. “Do you use your left hand?”
I look down, biting my lip to keep the flood of bitterness at bay. “No, my lord.” I open my mouth to remind him that I’m not a cripple but clam up, knowing I’m already pushing beyond his limits.
“Sira, I must say, I’m afraid of what your third wish will be.” His tone is frigid. “Have you thought of it yet?”
“Your Majesty, I’m afraid I have been unable to think of anything,” I lie. “I beg your indulgence to defer the matter for some months.” The truth is, I’ve thought of many ideas, but I don’t want to decide. Giving an answer means my private audiences will come to an end, and even if all I do is kneel on the floor and listen to his voice, I don’t want these moments to be over. I don’t even mind that he holds Uri and Tyrone close and strokes their bodies because I know they are his favorites, capable of sharing his burden. Every glimpse of his hands tightening on their bodies fills me with sweet memories of our times together.
“Fine.” His sigh is as bitter as the wind before a storm arrives. “Is there nothing left undisturbed in your wake?”
I look up at him, trying to understand his meaning, but learn only that his aura is upset.
“The women will have increased activities, but I cannot speak to what they will be. I will consult with my advisors.”
I thank him, and he dismisses me again without touching me. I can’t help hesitating, my eyes roving across his face and body, remembering every touch I’ve had of it, every morning I’ve woken cradled against his chest.
He shakes free of the boys, tension in every line of his body. “Leave before your presence disturbs me further.”
I flinch at the sharp words and unhappy flare of his aura and turn to flee. No matter how much I thrash about in this deep water, it continues to drown me. I’ve fallen for a man who doesn’t even want to see my face. Tears burn in the back of my throat, bitter as lemon.
∞∞∞
 
Two days later, a handful of Royal Knights arrive at the compound with the seneschal, who announces that any lady so inclined may learn the art of staff fighting by order of the king. The women stand frozen at the sight of strangers in the compound.
Lady Kiara spins on her heel and stalks over to me. “This is more of your doing, isn’t it? You just can’t leave well enough alone!” Her voice rises, and she stabs a rigid finger against my chest, making me wince. “Hero, my ass! You’re just a dried-up former favorite who can’t resist meddling with your commoner ways one last time before everyone forgets your name!”
She stalks past me, the half dozen ladies trailing in her wake glancing at me with puzzled expressions.
Giley, the king’s red-headed favorite who happens to be able to contort her body in the most unbelievable shapes, glides up to the knights.
“I have no idea what staff fighting is, but I’m up for anything that puts a sting in Lady Who-Who’s tush. What do we do?”
The stern knights choke down laughs as they pass out slender wooden poles.
I approach a blond knight who has a scar across one eyebrow. “Sir, I’d like to learn but have limited movement in one arm. Can I still try?” I reach for a pole with my good arm.
To my surprise, he bows his head to me. “We all know of your injury, gentle lady, and are grateful for it.”
I freeze as his words sink deep into the parched earth of my soul. The knights are grateful on the king’s behalf. I know the seneschal said something similar, but seeing the fond expression in his gaze, I realize this knight truly believes it. Giant tears well up in my eyes and spill down my face.
I hand the staff back to him, pretending I have something in my eye. “Forgive me. I . . . I will join the next lesson.” I spin on my heel, desperate to get away from all the pitying looks.
“King’s woman,” he calls. “If the fates are kind, the practice may even extend your range of motion.”
I nod my head to indicate I heard, then sprint for my room. The tears flow hot and heavy onto my pillow. Someone, besides myself, is thankful I saved the king’s life. I know everyone supposedly is, but hearing the words aloud eases one of the tight bands constricting my soul.
But the other sickening cramps remain, squeezing my heart. Does the knight know I am responsible for dismissing the guards that night? Would he still thank me if he knew? They must know. He might even have been there on duty. I cover my face with my hands. I could praise myself for taking the knife meant for my lord if it was not my fault the assassin was there in the first place.
I roll over on the mattress and growl softly into my hands. The fact that my tears won’t stop flowing says how much palace life has softened me. While I cried plenty in the Trik Mountains thanks to Bane’s sadistic pleasures, none of the tears were for my heart. Such childish emotional floundering was a luxury I could not afford and a weakness Bane would have exploited to the bitter end.
But in the space of a few months, my gentle king managed to pry open the old withered husk of my heart and plant a seed that has now overrun me. I love him, and I miss him so much it hurts more than the whip’s lash. I’ve gone and done the very thing I was warned about, the thing I vowed I wouldn’t do—fall in love.
The clack of wooden poles in the yard below drifts through my window. Further away, knocking sounds from the palace ring with a distant echo. I think repair work is being done somewhere because lately there’s been a lot of noise. Security measures maybe, begun after the attempted assassination.
Mallory knocks on my door. “Wallowing in your misery again?”
I don’t answer her, knowing she’s right.
She sighs. “Come with me.”
She checks around the corners of the corridor in a way that has my heart picking up speed, then draws me into one of the other women’s rooms on the back of the house. She pushes aside the wooden screens. “Climb out this window.”
I glance out the square in the wall into thin air. “Are you mad?” Does she think I want to die and is offering me a solution? It’s just a little too tempting.
She forces my head down. Just a few feet below the window is the rim of the large water tank that backs onto the building and feeds the endless baths.
“Walk around the edge. There’s someone who wants to talk to you.”
I stare at her, but she shoos me out the window, and I crawl over the ledge before she pushes me to my death. When I back out slowly, she holds my shoulders until my feet find purchase on the brick edging, and I hold my arms out for balance. To one side of my foot is a drop of over eight feet. On the other is a brown canvas covering to keep dust out of the water, supported by wooden beams. If I step on it, I’ll crash through to the water. Following the rim of the tank brings me to the red wall, the top a few feet above my head.
“Hello?”
Uri’s arms and head pop over the top. “Hi, sweetheart.”
I press my lips together and flatten my hand over my heart. “Uri! What are you doing? There are Royal Knights right out front.” I glance sideways, but we are shielded by the side of the compound and the outbuilding roofs.
The muscles in his shoulders strain as if he’s hanging off the wall. “I don’t care. Don’t you know we can hear your crying clear across the compound? It breaks my heart.”
I lean my hands on the wall and stand on my tiptoes, our heads only a few feet apart. “Tell me you’re joking.” The bright sky behind his head seems pale compared to the vibrant green of his eyes.
He smiles, and I wish I could snuggle into his arms. “Maybe, but I sense it, nonetheless. You’re fading to a shadow.”
I rest my forehead against the sun-warmed stone. “My lord’s displeasure sits heavy on me—and I deserve it.”
He clicks his tongue. “Do you enjoy taking the weight of the world on your shoulders, woman?”
“What?”
He shakes his head at me. “The king is not displeased. He’s afraid.”
My chin quivers. “He should be. An assassin almost succeeded, and it’s my fault they gained access.”
“Your fault?” he growls under his breath. “Well, I see I forgot you run the whole damn palace, lady chief of security!”
“Don’t mock me.”
“Then don’t be a fool!”
My voice rises. “I’m the one who had the guards in the garden sent away.”
“We were all there, and the king himself dismissed them! It’s a moot point anyway since the assassin didn’t enter via the garden.” His straight brown locks brush over his eyes as he shakes his head.
My heart forgets to beat. “What?”
“The assassin came in through the roof. Didn’t you know?”
I clutch at the wall as the horizon shifts. When I have my balance, I look up at the bright-green eyes watching me over the fence. They narrow at the expression on my face.
“You’ve been blaming yourself this whole time? Stars above! No wonder you’re doing penance!”
“I’m not, I’m just . . .”
He gives me a pointed look when I can’t finish. “Eat, woman! And relieve all our hearts. His Majesty is worried sick about you, not to mention Ty and me.”
I shake my head. “Then why doesn’t he call for me? Now that I’m crippled . . .”
“Quiet!”
I freeze as Uri disappears. Long minutes tick by before his blond head levers up over the edge. He heaves himself up, balancing on his chest with his arms just over the rim.
“Look, there’s something you should know about our lord. We aren’t supposed to talk about it, but I think you need to hear it. When he was newly crowned and adjusting to life in the palace, he was plagued by the strength of his own power. You probably don’t know this, but he absorbed magic from three of his brothers through a blood link before they died for their treachery.”
I stare up at him. I can well believe our lord carries the magic of four people in him, I just never knew it was possible to take another’s power.
“He began to experiment with sharing his magic with his concubines. Unfortunately, his control was less than it is now. A woman died.”
My heart clenches, and air rushes through my nose, leaving my body in a great rush. What a horrible burden for my gentle-natured king to bear! I know too well what that kind of experience does to a person. His aloofness and the obsessive asking after our health suddenly make sense.
Uri winces, remembering something dark. “He almost went mad, refusing to distribute the load for fear of injuring another one of us. We only barely managed to make him try again, with the help of some others in the palace. Since then, he has lived in fear of overloading us with the power and lives in constant guilt from its effects. And you, who has bewitched him, have nearly died twice. It’s terrifying for us all.”
I see myself reflected in his emerald eyes, lips parted in longing as Uri dangles me one more shred of hope. It is almost more than I can bear. I suck on my lip, fighting against the impulses warring within me.
“He’s not . . . disgusted by my injury?”
Uri throws his head back with a barked laugh. “Disgusted? Do you joke, woman? He doesn’t trust himself alone with you for fear of the things he wants to take you in his arms and do. He tortures himself with blame that your life was in danger!”
I strain, trying to close the distance between us. “But I would gladly die for His Majesty!”
“That’s what terrifies him the most!”
“What are you doing, Uri?” a voice I don’t recognize calls behind the wall. Uri stiffens, and I smother a gasp.
“You know very well what I’m doing, Elivah.” Uri sounds pissed.
“You’ve had your time. Get down.” The voice is soft but has an edge harder than steel, sending a shiver down my spine. Something stirs in the pit of my belly, a desire to run far away, and not just because someone’s caught us. If the man beyond is a concubine, I’ve never met him, and I hope it stays that way.
Uri grumbles, then leans far over the wall, offering me his hand. “Be patient, love,” he whispers as our fingertips brush. “And for pity’s sake, eat and stop crying! His desire for you will win over his guilt soon. We all need you too much for him to remain stubborn.” His eyes widen. “On second thought, don’t eat. It’s driving him wild.”
Laughter bubbles up inside me, and Uri winks.
“Good girl.” Then he is gone, and the wall is empty. But my heart is full to overflowing.
From the other side of the wall, the low voice sounds again. “Woman of the king, I suggest you choose what you want and go after it. I do not want to wrestle him back from madness a second time.”
Goosebumps ripple across my skin at the warning tone in his voice. It’s predatory, far too close to darkness for my liking. If his voice is like that, his aura must be a thousand times worse.
I carefully make my way around the rim of the tank. Mallory waits by the window, her arms crossed. She hauls me back inside when I can’t rest enough weight on my injured shoulder.
Someone else in the room coughs, freezing my steps. Varessa reclines on the bed, her head propped up on one arm and fingers twirling in her silky white hair. Her small form and mild manner disguise the dynamo she becomes in the king’s bed.
Mallory rolls her eyes. “Ignore her. She didn’t see anything.”
I hold Varessa’s gaze. “Is that true?”
She shrugs. “Did you hear good news?”
I stand my ground. “Yes.”
Her lips curl up, and she flops onto her back. “Good, because I can’t stand looking at your sulky face anymore.”
I grin as Mallory drags me from the room. I have more friends here than I knew.




Chapter Twenty-Three
Sira
 
Uri’s—and the stranger’s—words stoke the battle fires in my soul. I made a choice once to fight for my life and not give in to death. Despite Bane’s attempts to break me, I broke free of him instead. In choosing the harem, I thought I could be content in simply living in safety, alone, but a sun blazed on my face, and now I don’t want to live without the light. If that is what life means to me now, then I’m going to fight for it with everything I have.
Uri’s suggested strategy is good, but I think I can do better to lay siege to the king. After all, I’m well acquainted with his weaknesses, and the greatest of those is the female body. The longer I fast, the more my lord will blame himself and keep his distance. But if I show that I am healthy, the temptation will be harder for him to resist. And, thanks to my wish, he’ll be forced to look at me at least once a week.
If all fails, I still have one wish. Now that I think about it, he may have been disappointed in my wishes because he wanted to use them as an excuse to have me in his arms again. I smile at the idea. From his perspective, it could even seem I’m the one avoiding him. But if I can help it, I won’t let him off easily. No, I’ll force him to overcome his guilt first.
Over the next days, I eat and bathe and join in the lessons for staff practice as best I can. On the day of the king’s visit, I scrub every inch and lie down for a scented massage. When the slave woman rubs cream into my wrist, I pull my hand free of her and examine the skin. Frowning, I rub my fingers across my shackle scar. The scar has faded so much that only a few edges remain. I rub my eyes and check again. Could this be from exposure to the king’s magic or simply from healthy food and quality skin care? I lie back and ask the attendant to continue.
Mallory watches me with a knowing look. “You’re forming a plan, aren’t you?”
“Whatever gave you that idea?”
She sniffs. “I wonder.”
I grin, and she waggles her eyebrows at me.
“I’m looking forward to it,” Varessa says, trailing her fingernails across my bare ass as Tamari massages my shoulders. “You’ve made things exciting around here.”
Her delicate fingers spark low-burning embers in my belly. In the king’s bed, the quiet woman transforms into a cheeky dynamo with the ability to inspire lust with a single flex of her leg or flutter of her long, pale lashes. I want to play again. And I want the king to fill me to overflowing.
Later, while the ladies gather in the courtyard early, I sneak into the kitchen and borrow a knife from an attendant. She watches in open-mouthed shock as I slit my skirt up the side all the way to my hip. I flash her a wink and touch a finger to my lips as I return the blade.
The noise in the courtyard rises, announcing the king’s presence. Tucking the end of my braid down the front of my dress where it will draw the eye, I slip outside to join the waiting ladies. It feels like a lifetime ago when I would flirt with the village boys this way.
I stand in the shadow of a palm tree to watch, leaning against the smooth trunk. King Jasper greets his ladies affectionately with a kiss on the cheek, but his head swivels continuously. I know when he spots me because his whole body tenses and his aura snaps into focus.
Previously I mistook that focus for displeasure, but I won’t make the same mistake twice. His gaze remains glued to me as I push away from the tree and approach. The other women have only bowed, but I sink to my knees and bow my head to the tiles.
“Rise, Sira.” There’s a trace of a growl in his voice. “There’s no need here.”
As I push to my feet, his hand reaches for me, but then he pulls back. Quick as a snake strikes, I take the half-offered hand and brush my lips across it.
“I know, my lord.” My warm breath whispers across his skin. I expose my cheek for his kiss as the others have, and as he moves close, I turn and brush my lips across his. He stiffens, and I retreat, a hint of a smile tickling my lips.
I gaze into his shadowed golden eyes, nearly losing myself in the flickering reflection of torchlight I see there. The dark mottling on his face are not just caused by the evening light. “My king, you look like you need more sleep. I hope you’re taking good care of yourself.”
Before he can respond, I bow and back away. There’s no need to check if he is watching me because I can feel his intentions latched to me as firmly as a hook in a fish’s mouth. I sit on a bench within his view and cross one knee over the other. My slit skirt falls open, exposing my pale thigh to the hip.
The king turns away, a move I might have interpreted as rejection if not for the bulge in his pants. I grin. He can feign disinterest, but his body doesn’t lie. I just was too preoccupied to notice the last few times I was in his presence. I silently bless Uri as I stand and cross the courtyard, bringing myself back in his view as I pick my way through the food table.
This is how we play the games in bed—every move made in his line of sight. Every time he turns away, I follow, never once looking his way but making every innocent move of my body as sensual as I can. I’m out of practice, but I share a home with the most alluring women in the world, and I can copy.
Mallory brings me a strawberry. She holds it out for me to eat. “Try this, Sira. It’s the first of the season.”
I lean in and take a bite. She turns my face to the side and lifts a cloth to my lips. She drops one eye in a seductive wink as she steps back. I would kiss her right here if it didn’t break the harem taboo.
Varessa swings by, a sly smile curving her full lips. “Come sit with me.” Instead of dropping onto the stone bench, she folds down my sleeves and begins massaging my shoulders.
“You don’t need to do that,” I murmur.
She drops her head next to mine. “Shush. He’s watching.”
My heart flip-flops, not just from the warm touches of her fingers. I lift my chin to whisper back.
“I thought we were rivals.”
She drapes her arms down my neck to frame my breasts. “The good ones are rivals,” she murmurs in my ear. “But the best ones understand it’s a team sport.”
I squeeze her arm. She draws back, and a glance at the king tells me he’s turned away again. The girls seem to have conspired because June calls me to come to her by the pool.
“You skipped your lesson today. Come read to me.” She pats the ground beside her, and when I sit, she tugs my head down into my lap. She holds the book where I can see the pages. “Knees up,” she orders, and I grin at the pages as my dress falls to the side.
“That’s quite the rip in your dress,” she murmurs. “I can’t imagine how that got there.”
“I know. I’m afraid I’m very clumsy.” I pulse with a silent laugh, then attempt to focus on the letters she points out. Voices catch our attention.
“Oh, he’s leaving,” I murmur.
The king, a hand pressed to his stomach, turns, his eyes raking me head to toe. Then he strides away.
June snorts. “Girl, that’s not leaving. That’s running.”
I look up at June, and we both smother our laughter.
“What next?” she asks.
“How do you feel about learning a new dance?”




Chapter Twenty-Four
Jasper
 
Sweat trickles down my scalp to slide slowly between my shoulder blades as the morning sun blazes on my helmet. My horse tosses his head and snorts, the sound almost lost in the steady clop of a thousand trotting hooves. Behind me follows orderly rows of riders, three abreast, beginning with a squadron of my knights.
Civilians clear the road, kneeling on the verges as they catch sight of my purple standard, fluttering on the tip of my page’s spear. Setting out at the first hints of dawn, we’ve almost reached the gully district Elivah’s urgent message directed me to find.
The grass on the rolling hills shows the first brown hints of a dry summer ahead, and the sky is bright and clear after an early-morning thunderstorm swept south of our position an hour ago. I’m grateful the rain hasn’t been here. Wet ground bodes ill for my mounted troops in the battle ahead.
After years of hide and seek, I’ll finally be able to subdue the last of my brothers. My stomach twists, knowing the bloodshed that lies ahead. Not only will I have to strike down my own flesh and blood, the last living remnant of my family, but I’ll take his life in an excruciating way that seals his magic to myself, increasing my already burdensome powers.
I grit my teeth and readjust in the saddle. My skin itches under the heavy armor wrapped around me, and I long to throw it off and gallop ahead to end this despicable saga. But the discomfort is a small burden to bear to see this through and secure my throne—and see Sira safe from further attacks. Farah will pay, and I will seal any remorse deep in the confines of my soul, buried with the blood of my other brothers.
More sweat drips into my eyebrows, and I dash it away. Hot or not, I won’t take the chance of Farah putting an arrow through my brain. He has to know we’re hard on his tracks after Elivah has caught and executed two separate bands of men secretly carrying his orders in the last week. It’s been a frustrating month of false starts and nerves—not to mention I’m barely sleeping.
I miss Sira so badly it’s like iron bands around my heart that won’t leave, no matter who I use to unburden my overflowing power. The regular updates from the physician have only served to deepen my worries. Her movement in one arm will likely always be restricted, which I imagine means constant pain in some form. Summoning her to my room was almost disastrous—my desires to have her so unbearably intense I almost lost control. Yet, she showed no return desire for me, except sadness in her eyes that could mean anything.
Even worse, her unconscious, smoldering sex appeal and delicate grace draw me in every time I lay eyes on her. Seeing her tenderness with the other women in the harem on my last visit was more than I could bear. There’s no denying how she’s worked her way into many of their hearts. Her unexplainable charm not only helps my magic spread to them more easily, but also seems to increase their stamina and their pleasure in bed—at least of those who she is bonding with in the harem. Sira’s sweet desire to please includes anyone her hands touch, moving easily between both men and women, always selflessly giving.
I can’t avoid her forever, but I also can’t trust myself near her at the moment. How one woman could so completely bewitch my life in the space of a few months is a riddle I can’t untangle.
My adrenaline spikes as the forward scout gallops back, a cloud of dust trailing from his mount’s hooves. He swings up hard and bows in his saddle.
“Report!” Hazlem barks.
“The enemy is engaged below the next rise! The Third Division fights against two thousand under the rebel’s banner.”
Shit, I hope we are in time. Though, given Li is there, I’m sure everything is in order. I kick my horse into a canter, the army thundering behind me as we climb the hill. Hazlem calls the order to spread out, switching from riding formation to attack as the metallic clash of swords and shouts of men ring in our ears.
At the top of the rise, I hold my fist up to call a halt, shading my eyes from the glare. In the broad valley spread out at our feet, Elivah and a thousand royal soldiers battle against leather-clad men bearing pikes and long narrow shields. I click my tongue. Poorly armed mercenaries but equipped to counter our particular strength, except that no one can counter Elivah’s strength.
My hunter has dismounted his elite squad, and they now carve a wide swath in the enemy’s front guard, tearing an opening for the cavalry bunched behind him. Black magic curls along the ground in all directions, devouring like deadly mist. I shoot a plume of purple fire high into the air, and Elivah instantly returns a black signal indicating he is fine.
“Orders, my king?” Hazlem asks.
“I want scouts in all directions to see over the hills. Send the left wing to cut off their retreat. We’ll immediately attack this flank.”
Hazlem relays my command to the army at full volume as I draw my sword.
My page looks pale as he checks his helmet buckle is firm. “Deep breath, Naran. It will be over in a blink. I won’t let anyone come close.”
He gulps, and his grip on the reins tighten. “Yes, my lord.”
I kick my horse’s ribs, and he charges forward, nose jutting high as his pace expands. I keep pressure on the reins, not wanting a full-blown charge into enemy pikes. The thunder of hooves sounds at my back, the Royal Knights quickly overtaking me to box me in. As we plunge downhill, I loosen the grip on my powers and feel it writhe, blooming in response, and greedy for release.
As we approach the enemy flank, the soldiers shout the warning, spinning to point deadly ridged pikes at our horses. A wave of power rushes through me, burning the front lines to ash in an instant. The mid-ranks scream and shield their faces from the exploding flames. A shaman hidden somewhere in the ranks throws up an orange shield, but it’s tattered, and I blast through in an instant.
Ahead of me, I can see Li’s sword glittering in the sun as it carves a deadly dance through our foes. The metal never stops, sweeping back and forth and up as my warrior surges with matchless grace. His powers, less massively destructive but more finely tuned than mine, sweep around him like spiked tails to trip and bind his opponents.
The knights strike down the enemy before I can get close, so I use my magic instead, exploding great holes in their ranks and setting the valley ablaze. Power rushes through me, sharper than adrenaline, hot and eager to be free of my control. Arrows arc through the air from the rear enemy ranks, but I burn them to oblivion as my knights cover my head with their shields. The sky rains with ash as I meet Elivah in the middle, both of us grinning wolfishly and breathing hard. But something is not right. The further I send my powers out, the emptier the battlefield seems.
Li’s eyes are bright with exertion, but his brow creases. He reaches a gloved hand to rest on my knee, and I feel the tingle in my head that I only ever feel around him.
“He’s not here!”
Elivah’s sharp words begin a chain reaction in my chest that has my blood run cold and cramps churning my belly. This is Farah’s army, so why is he not here? Has the rebel prince abandoned his men and made a run for safety?
A horn sounds in warning, and my scouts come galloping over the ridge, accompanied by a shower of arrows. I thrust my hand out and pour my energy into the command, sending purple streaking through the sky to form a shield over my men. Gritting my teeth at the effort of reaching the distance, I send my power spiraling over the hilltop. There’s no answering bite of familiar royal-bloodline power.
Elivah’s nose is in the wind. When I meet his eyes, they are narrowed, and he shakes his head. A faint yell echoes across the madness of the battle, and I swing my horse around, instinctively checking at my back. Coming down the hill at a mad gallop is a messenger. The creamy lather on the horse’s chest tells me he’s been running hard, harder than any horse should be ridden.
My stomach sinks. A palace messenger riding hard. Oh shit!
I glance at the seething battlefield, with fresh enemies pouring over the hilltop, a microsecond of hesitation trapping me. Then I meet Elivah’s gaze. His jaw is tight, and his eyes blaze with twin realization. Charcoal smoke condenses around his feet, writhing like a living thing. His blade spins, flicking crimson blood off the silver length.
“Go! I’ll be right behind you.”
Hesitation melts away. I drop the distant cloud of my magic on the enemy, and hundreds of shouts cut off instantly. In the same moment, I kick my horse into a mad gallop uphill toward the bleeding, screaming messenger.
“To the king!” my commander yells, but I’m not waiting for anyone.
The messenger sees me coming and turns his horse in a wide circle, aiming back to my side.
“The palace is under attack!”
I curse myself in every language I know and some I don’t. Farah has gone for the jugular, and I’ve left my greatest treasures unprotected. I always knew he’d try to claim back Ahna, the woman he loved as a boy but who Father married off to our brother, Ovane. She swore to me she had no feelings left for him, and I gave her the grace of a quiet life out of Farah’s reach.
But now, he’s headed straight to her, which leads him directly to Sira and my other jewels. I kick my horse harder, leaning low over the surging neck. I have to reach her in time!




Chapter Twenty-Five
Sira
 
I lie in bed, nursing faint nausea, unsure exactly what woke me early. I’m don’t know how much longer I can endure the separation from my king, but he’s resisting my charms—or rather, hiding from them.
No, that’s not fair. Over the past week, the unease in the palace has been palpable, with the soldiers failing to track down the rogue prince, despite several clashes with the enemy. The slave women whisper among themselves, and the ladies who come back from the king’s bed murmur about how tired he is and how quickly his temper frays. Each report tightens my belly with anxiety, the ache growing instead of fading every day we are kept apart.
I can’t seem to shake the memory of the assassin’s glinting knife plunging toward me, and at night I often wake in a cold sweat, straining toward some far-off noise. Are there more assassins shadowing my king’s every move?
Although my mind is in tatters, I’ve kept my body busy learning how to hold the long thin poles for staff fighting and strengthening my arms, even when winter released the palace, trading us to the Sun Warrior for a week of blazing heat which nearly melted us.
I also formed a new dance, a mixture of the fish summoning and a dance of veils I once saw from traders who visited the mountains. Mallory, June, and Varessa all join me to practice, and several of the other women have become curious. But my efforts have been in vain since the king has left the palace. Yesterday, when he was due to visit the compound, the women were quieter than ever. I can’t help wondering if I made the right choice in beginning a new tradition that creates bigger disappointment.
Knowing I won’t be able to fall asleep again with this anxiety weighing down my bones, I heave myself out of bed with a sigh and change out of the simple linen gown I wear on nights I’m not with the king. Well, that’s every night now. A loud crack of thunder rings out over the palace, and I step sideways to look out the window. Ominous black clouds boil overhead, but a commotion beyond the gate draws my attention. Shouting echoes over the sleeping palace.
Below me, Ahna crosses the courtyard in the sunrise-streaked mist and fiddles with the gate. Suddenly, the doorway is thrown open and armed men stream into our compound, holding their naked swords low. I tense. The king’s men would never leave the gate open nor unsheathe their weapons in our presence. Giley jumps up from a bench, her bowl shattering on the tiles as she demands to know what they are doing.
Her query ends in a gurgle as the closest man’s blade slices through the air, and blood spurts from her throat. She collapses, bright blood spilling across the white tiles.
I scream. “Attack! We’re under attack!”
Icy fear paralyzes my body. Royal guards race through the gate, but the narrow opening chokes them, and the invaders cut them down with brutal efficiency. Something sickeningly instinctual tells me they can’t defend us, and there’s nowhere to run in the walled compound. Our safe haven has become our trap.
My body finally responds, and, still yelling, I run into the corridor as the doors to the other rooms open.
Varessa rubs her eyes. “Sira, what . . .”
“Men in the compound!” I hesitate at the opening of stairs to the lower level, hearing the screams of the slave women below. The doors of the house pound as something heavy heaves against them.
“Tamari!” I gasp, heading for the stairs.
Mallory grabs my arm, dragging me back.
“We’ll be slaughtered!” June screeches.
I glance out the small window that provides light to the staircase, knowing we only have seconds before our death-dealers come thumping up those steps. In the courtyard below, I see Ahna walk into the armed throng and embrace a man. My mind reels, and I stumble back.
There’s no time. “The beds! Get the beds out here and block the stairs. And desks. Anything heavy!”
When the women stare at me in shock, I begin shoving them. “Do you want to die? Get the bed frames out here!” If I can just buy us enough time, the Royal Knights might make it. The king might . . .
A sob tears at my throat. I rush into the closest room and drag on the heavy wooden frame. Hands reach to help, and we haul it out, bumping roughly against the doorframes. Levering the bulky timber onto its side, I shove it headfirst down into the stairwell.
“Another!”
The women are finally reacting, and the hallway fills. Tears stream down my face as the doors below thump and more women scream. I choke down the knowledge of what those screams mean. My left arm throbs with every movement as we shove bedframes down the stairs until it is jammed and then pile more on top. We hear male voices shouting in the stairwell and wood scraping, but the pile doesn’t move.
My breath tears in my throat as I stare at the blocked stairwell, resting my hands against my knees and panting. “Is this the only way up?”
Mallory nods, her face streaked with tears and dust. “Unless they can climb a straight wall.”
My heart throbs. “What about the boys?”
She spreads her hands. “I don’t know. At least they’ve got weapons.”
I push next to Varessa to look out the window.
She has her hands pressed to her mouth, and I can guess she’s spotted the bodies. She turns wide eyes to me. “Ahna is with them!”
My teeth clamp together. What has Ahna done? As we look down, I see one soldier report to the man Ahna clings to. I can’t get a good look at his face, but his quality armor shines in the first rays of morning sunlight that’s peeping through boiling black clouds.
“Sir! They’ve barricaded the stairs with beds.”
Both Ahna and the senior swing their heads up, and I jolt. His blond hair gleams in the sunlight, the sharp lines of his jaw and nose bearing a frightening similarity to my king.
Ahna’s voice rings across the compound. “Burn them out!”
The leader nods. “Do it.” He turns away, drawing Ahna with him.
Chills race through my body. I stumble back from the window, gasping as the murderous auras below swell into a cloud that reaches out to choke me.
The women behind me whimper, and Kalti sinks onto the ground. I swing left and right. The stone walls might not burn, but those beds will. We might have fifteen minutes at most, but there’s no way out. We’re trapped. Behind me, more thunder cracks open the sky. Even if it rains, that won’t help us in here.
My nose flares as if I can already smell the char of smoke and burning wood like I did the day Bane raided our village and set it alight. I refuse to lose my family again the same way.
My throat tightens. “Get your water jars and soak the wood!”
“It won’t help if they have a mage,” June says.
“If they had a mage here, they wouldn’t have to light a fire,” I snap. I’m sure I’ve heard that the king’s rebel brother is a mage, but not all magic works in the same way. I grab Mallory by the arm so hard she squeaks, but I’m too desperate to care. “Mallory, who knows about the way out Varessa’s window?”
Her eyes widen. “Three of us. But we can’t climb the wall to the boys, and we don’t know if it’s safer there anyway.”
I shake my head. “Not the wall.”
She gasps. “The tank? You can’t be serious!”
“Deadly,” I murmur, and her eyes flood with tears. I growl under my breath and clench my hands to stop the shaking.
“If they discover us, we’ll be defenseless!”
“Are we any better right here?” I shake my head. “Go, get them under the canvas! It’s the only way.” I shove her toward the back of the building and pinch the closest woman. “Follow her, and if you value your life, stay silent!”
I instruct the others to grab sheets from the beds and turn to strip the closest mattress. I shove two other women along the corridors. “Close every window and door and lock anything you can.”
I run for the far end of the corridor and look out the window. There’s a palm tree below, halfway to the wall. Could I make it look like we went that way? I shake my head and close the shutters before sprinting to the next room. Best they don’t look out the windows at all!
The more time we can buy, the longer we might survive. The women realize a plan is afoot and run for the back room, where Mallory is helping them out the window and down onto the rim of the tank. She peels back the canvas cover, and they begin slipping into the water below.
Varessa and I are the last ones. Varessa pulls back from the window and clutches at my elbow. “I can’t swim.”
I stare into her wild eyes, and my heart breaks. I love these women, and I’m not ready to die with them. I send up a prayer that my lord is on his way, then grip Varessa’s chin around the sheet in my arm.
“I swear on my life, I won’t let you drown. But be silent, or you’ll kill us all!” Drowning is the last of our problems, but there’s no point talking about it. Thin curls of smoke rise from the pile of furniture over the stairwell, and the ashy tang burns in my nose. I push Varessa toward the window.
She hiccups and nods. I crawl out the window feet first, and Mallory’s hands ease me down onto the ledge. I beckon for Varessa after telling her to close her shutters. Her feet come out, and she wriggles backward, pulling the shutters closed behind her as she drops. My arm feels like it’s going to fall off as I take Varessa’s weight to steady her. I clamp down on a whimper at the burning pain.
I put my mouth beside Mallory’s ear. “We need the sheets tied to the beams to hang onto. I don’t think I can do it.”
She nods, and I slip into the gap under the canvas. The women paddle to stay in place, their terrified eyes watching as I slip in. I flinch at every splash of the water as my body lowers, the sound amplified by the closed-in space. Thank the celestials we haven’t had rain, or the tank would be overflowing. It’s a few feet from the top, giving us enough space to breathe under the domed covering.
Pale sheets float around our bodies, giving the dark water a supernatural feel. I motion with my hand for the women to throw them over any beam they can reach, praying that the cloth shapes under the canvas won’t be visible from above. It’s a fool’s hope. I’ve just delivered us into a watery death, but we had to do something or stand and die.
I turn to receive Varessa, who is shaking like a leaf. She closes her eyes as she slides into the water, and I catch her, biting down on a groan as I struggle to tread water with one good arm and hold her weight. Mallory slips in behind and flaps the covering closed, shutting us in a dark gloom.
Currents move in the water as the women work to string both ends of the sheets up, creating loose hammocks. Someone tugs my struggling body close to one, and after testing the grip of the knots, I load Varessa onto the cloth.
We all freeze as wood splinters inside the house and heavy boots thump in a place where only bare feet usually walk. Varessa clutches at my arm, and someone rests their hand over mine where it grips the sheet.
Moments later, we cringe as the harsh voices of the strangers ring out overhead. I hope the women know that even a single gasp could give us away. I squeeze my eyes tight, though it makes no difference in the darkness. Did we splash water over the edge as we got in? Any tiny detail could give us away.
We huddle silently in the cold water, braced against every muted crash inside the house. Any second now, the canvas will be slashed open, and the bitter swords will start to descend. It is not the worst death one could have. Compared to some of the things I have suffered, it will be quick—if they kill us before using our bodies, which seems to be their preference. Still, the mystery of a king’s concubine is a powerful draw for a commoner. I swallow down on my memory of Giley’s broken body. The men didn’t seem interested in taking their time. Perhaps it’s a small mercy for which we can be thankful.
The man I saw must be the infamous Prince Farah. Was my lord called away as a ruse so the enemy could overrun the palace? A tiny part of me is glad the king isn’t here to be in danger. If the enemy is here in the harem, they will also be in the king’s bedchamber and throne room. I can’t foresee an enemy coming straight to a harem when it’s the least threatening part of the palace.
Except that someone came for Ahna, so it could be very personal. Ah! Yes, if my lord held the rogue prince’s lover hostage, then slaying all the king’s concubines would sure send a message. I lean my head against a sodden sheet, feeling numb in my lower half and aching through my shoulder. Silent tears fall for the women who aren’t here. I can only hope Tamari wasn’t in the compound, but my heart aches, knowing it’s unlikely.
The hourglass of the universe turns, and the sands of fate trickle as we wait with the cold water seeping into our bones. We take turns hanging from the sheets and treading water, but I can feel exhaustion burdening my tired muscles.
My body spasms as the tank vibrates with something heavy landing onto the rim. The canvas overhead crinkles with steps, and I hear a collective indrawn breath. Several more thumps sound. In the dark, I can’t track the direction of their movements, but they rustle for some time, then disappear. Men shout nearby, and the sound is followed by the metallic chink of swords coming from inside the house.
My head jerks with exhaustion, and I reach out for anything to steady myself, finding a smooth shoulder. We need more rope. My mind is beginning to fray as I lower my hand and undo the clasp on my dress. The weight of the sodden fabric drags against my arm, and I’m glad my body is free of it. Pushing through the women, I tie one end of the dress to sheet rope. Hands take the other end from me, and the material goes taut.
I lean over it with a silent sigh. Without the sheets, we’d be dead already, but how long will we survive? Any second, the enemy will find us, and our struggle will be in vain. Pins and needles trail down my bad arm in the cold water, and then it goes completely numb.
I wish I could have seen the king once more. I wish I didn’t have to die without reconciling with the man who taught me how to live—how to love.




Chapter Twenty-Six
Sira
 
A roaring sound explodes through the compound, and the water splashes as we all jerk in shock. The muted shouting and clash of metal redoubles. Someone rests their wet head on my shoulder, and I hold her close, instinctively knowing it is Mallory. Then the sounds die down.
“Where are they?”
A familiar touch of powerful magic sweeps over me, and the sob I’ve been choking on for hours wrenches free from my throat.
The king’s voice rings clear across the yard. “In the water tank!”
Feet thump on the rim again, and blinding light fills the void as someone throws the canvas back. Blinking away the glare, I look up into the familiar faces of the harem boys. There’s a bloodied sword in Tyrone’s hand.
Like me, the women burst out crying. Our nerves have been stretched tighter than a ship’s rope, and now they snap in relief. The feel of it pours through my frozen mind like warm sailor’s rum on a bitter winter eve.
Strong hands begin lifting the women from the water, and the others swim for the bright gap in the roof. I kick to follow them, then squeak as my head snaps back, my hair caught in the knotted, sodden fabric of our slings. I rest my arm over a sheet and float. I don’t have any strength left, and all the adrenaline of decisive action has poisoned me stiff.
“Where’s Sira?” Uri’s voice floats overhead, touched with panic.
A second later, there’s a loud splash, and wavelets bounce against my body. Uri swims toward me.
“Oh, my precious Sira,” he murmurs, a strong arm circling me. I rest my head against his solid shoulder with a whimper.
“My hair is trapped.”
Gently, he touches my hair and traces it through the water to the problem. Once released, he tucks his arm under mine and swims back across the tank, drawing me into the light. He reaches for the rim and hangs there easily by one arm. He glances down at me, then up at the men lining the tank’s rim.
“Bring us a dress first.”
I feel a rush of my lord’s power, and something warm envelopes us. Uri releases me as I rise through the air, covered by a glittering purple globe. My eyes fill again as I feel the touch of the king’s power so close against my bare skin. I hover in front of the window, and gentle hands guide my floating pod of magic inside.
The king waits inside Varessa’s room, his face and clothes streaked with dust and blood. His silver hair is a tangled mess, dripping with sweat. His great golden orbs are wide, and they fill with moisture at the sight of me.
“I thought I lost you.” He turns to the cluster of women in the room. “I thought I lost you all.” He reaches a hand toward me, but his fingers curl in a fist just shy of touching. “I’m afraid to touch you. I’m afraid to break you.”
I look him straight in the eye. “Aren’t you tired of being afraid?” An inner voice wails at my insolence, but I squash her down. By surviving, I have earned the right to speak my mind. Four times this man has turned my path from death. There is no reason for my continued survival, except that fate has declared I must be with him.
His eyes tighten, and his aura hones in on me.
I reach my good hand toward him. “Take me, my lord, and warm me. I won’t die while you still need me.”
He steps forward, and the magic disintegrates as he reaches for me. I slump in his arms, breathing deeply of his sandalwood scent, now layered in dusty sweat, horse hair, and battle grime.
“Sira.” My name is a whispered prayer on his lips that lights my nerves on fire. Finally, after weeks of waiting, I’m gripped in his tight embrace. I hear the click of the shutters and doors closing as he bears me down to the mattress on the floor. Wrapping one arm around his neck, I cling to him with a strength I didn’t know I had.
“I missed you,” I murmur against the faint stubble on his cheek.
He presses his lips to mine, and my body opens to him as he commands my senses. His magic blankets me, thawing the chill sunk deep in my flesh. He kneels over me, and I wrap my legs around his hips to press against the swell between his thighs. Like a man drowning, he seals our lips and sucks the air from my lungs. My body bursts into flame as his hands run down my ribs, my hips, my flanks. His touch is maddening, and I feel a mirrored frenzy building in his essence. It coats my aching pussy in a wet film of desire.
Somehow, his pants fall free, and I strain my hips toward him, knowing I’ll fade away unless he fills me. His hand seems to tremble as he aligns his cock at my entrance and pushes home. My breath rips through my lungs at the impact, and I moan as my body stretches to embrace his inches. Living is not found in breathing and eating, and walking. It’s found right here, where my soul bonds with this man even as our bodies become one. The great hourglass of the universe forgets to turn, and time stands still once more while I cradle the hammering essence of life between my thighs.
The king has no mercy for me today, and I want none. I want to know I am alive. The buckles and badges of his uniform scrape my stomach and breasts raw, setting my nerve endings blazing. Hot, molten lava pools in my belly, the volcano flaring through my rock-hard nipples and my exposed throat as I arch.
His jagged breathing is a gusting wind that fans my gallop toward release. I burn, and the shadows of this wretched day are scorched away until only blazing, golden light remains. His body strains, the solid muscles bubbling under his skin as he braces either side of my head and thrusts. The force slides me along the mattress with each plunge until someone’s hands come to anchor me in place.
The volcano gathers, the screaming, burning force sinking lower and lower till my legs shake with the force. Then the heat surges, and I cry out, gripping my lord as he groans and shudders with me. The earth trembles with us, and spots of molten flame flare in my vision.
Hands are all over us. As I begin to rise to consciousness, I feel the rest of my lord’s concubines press close. Still joined to me, he kneels up and begins to kiss each one. Tears leak from my eyes as I see faces missing, and a gentle thumb wipes my tears. Tilting my head back, I find Tyrone cradling me in his lap.
I smile and lift my hand to his cheek. “I was so worried about you,” I murmur.
“Me?” He chokes. “It’s you we . . .” Tears sheen his eyes.
“I know.”
The dozens of hands reach for me too, stroking and reassuring me that we have survived—though not all. I shove down the ache that clenches my heart. Knowing there was nothing else I could have done doesn’t stop me from wishing I could have woken earlier, moved faster, or sensed something sooner.
A voice calls out from the other side of the door. “Your Majesty! Your brother . . .” A sharp command outside silences the voice.
The king shifts and slowly withdraws his cock. My breath catches as he slips free, and he rubs my leg tenderly.
“I can’t stay. There’s order to repair.”
I nod. It can’t be helped because I share this man with an entire nation who also needs him. As he stands and refits his pants, I surge to my feet with a ragged groan. One of the boys reaches to steady me, and I pat his hand in gratitude.
King Jasper looks us all over as he loops his sheathed sword back onto his belt.
“Wait here. The sights below will scar your beautiful eyes. The boys will keep you company.”
I cling to his hand when he turns to leave, and his eyes question me.
“I’m no stranger to death and blood.”
His lips tense, but he nods. Mallory wraps a dry dress around me from behind.
Lady Kiara steps forward and drops a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you for saving us.”
I smile weakly at her.
The king swings from her to me. “The water tank was your idea?”
I nod.
His head swivels to the doorway. “And the beds?”
I squeeze his hand in response, feeling too tired to speak.
He shakes his head and kisses my forehead. “I find myself in debt to you again, for you have saved that which is most precious to me.” He tucks a lock of wet hair behind my ear and whispers, “Especially yourself.”
I lean into him, soaking in his strength for a moment before our contact breaks. I open the door for him, and he leads me through.
“Tyrone, Uri, with me. The rest of you remain and calm the women.”
Everyone bows, and we step into the corridor. The hacked bodies of our attackers strew the ground. Royal guards are dragging them down the stairs, leaving trails of streaked blood across the muddied floorboards.
The commander calls, “Enter the king!” and guards snap to attention.
“Report below,” the king says, all traces of his tenderness replaced by steely resolve.
He steadies me as I trip on the stairs. The guards have cleared the steps and piled what’s left of the beds on the floor below in a smoking, broken heap. But the walls of the stairwell are blackened with charcoal and smoke. The lingering warmth of the fire radiates out from the stone, and I hurry down to spare my bare feet a singeing.
My heart squeezes as we walk through the lower floor, and I catch sight of my Tamari sprawled on the floor, her stomach slashed open. With a ragged groan, I kneel beside her and take her hand. What did she ever do to deserve such a brutal death? If only I could have saved her!
This woman was just like me, a slave denied a full life through no fault of her own—even denied a name of her own. When I asked June about it weeks ago, I learned that in the early years of his rise to the throne, a slave assisted a concubine in an attempted assassination of the king. Since then, slave women who work in the harem remain nameless. Her death will probably go unmourned, her family, if any remain, will never know what became of her. This was the death coming for me. Fresh tears trickle down my face.
The king pats my shoulder.
Tyrone squats beside me and arranges the woman’s clothes to hide some of the putrid signs of her massacre. He gently folds her hands together over her stomach. “You saved many more,” he murmurs.
I bend and close Tamari’s lifeless eyes, whispering a prayer for the dead. Later, I will mourn her thoroughly.
When I rise, the king tugs my hand, and we step outside. His presence is announced, and the milling soldiers spring to form orderly rows. The regular military avert their eyes from me in respect, though I catch a few sneaky glances.
“Fetch my people veils,” the king orders, then he turns to his commander. “Report.”
A trembling slave with a cut on her arm brings me a veil and fits it as I listen.
The commander bows. “Four ladies dead, my liege. We have five of the intruders who were caught here and twenty-nine others on their way to the dungeon. The prince is cornered in the gallery, our mages holding him at bay. Over three hundred enemies dead. Our losses are at a hundred twenty-five so far, of which fifteen are your knights.”
One of the Royal Knights kneels. “We have failed you, Your Majesty. We shall ever bear the shame.” I recognize him from duty at the harem gates, but now the left side of his face is cut and swelling, and one of his arms hangs at an unnatural angle.
The king’s aura pulsates with rage, but his words are controlled and clipped. “Get my harem cleaned up. I don’t want the women seeing a speck of blood. Send slaves upstairs with food and wine and towels. Lay the dead in state until we can mourn. And get the regulars out of here.”
The commander turns and calls orders while the king strides forward. I trot to keep up with his long paces.
I avert my eyes from the once beautiful Giley, whose dress is now as red as her hair. Blood flows out from her, trickling into the central pool and staining it pink. My throat burns. Nothing will ever be the same. The midday sun has the gall to shine down brightly, ignoring our choking grief, with no sign of the earlier thunderstorm.




Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sira
 
The king pauses at the gate. “Are you sure you want to remain by my side?”
I nod. “Yes, my lord—forever.”
“More horrors are yet to come.”
“I’m a strong woman.”
A haunted smile ticks his lips. “That is true. Stand with Tyrone and Uri and keep quiet.”
The commander walks one step behind the king, and I follow behind them, wedged between the comforting presence of my lord’s two strongest boys, as we march through the palace.
Everywhere there is bloodied carnage and traces of my lord’s magic. The royal soldiers strip the armor from the fallen enemies and heap their bodies into piles over the mosaic of the Sun Warrior and Tyrant of the Night’s eternal battle. Neat rows of stained swords lie beside them, and the palace squires dash from place to place, bringing more weapons to join the ranks. Bodies covered in sheets beginning to stain with blood tell me that many of the dead are our own.
Escorted by grim knights with murder billowing in their auras, we follow the king to a part of the palace I’ve never seen before. What appears to be an entire army of the king’s men fills a pillared entrance, and beyond them clang the sounds of battle. Rank after rank open to let us part, the soldiers thumping their drawn swords on their shields. Inside a long, wide hall filled with statues, they surround a cluster of men who are battling for their lives. Green magic flashes, striking like lightning at the closest royal guards.
Tyrone and Uri draw their swords and rest their free hands on my shoulders.
King Jasper lifts one hand, and purple flames spill from his fingers. The enemy soldiers scream as they are enveloped and crushed to the floor, blood spilling from the purple sacks as my lord crushes their bodies. A woman shrieks. The purple cloud settles to the floor.
One man remains standing in the middle, along with a woman. My stomach rebels as I recognize Ahna. The rogue prince grabs her and rests his sword against her throat. His aura throbs with rage and stinking fear as she squeaks, her nails scrabbling against his arm.
He laughs. “So, the leech king has arrived.”
King Jasper nods his head. “We meet again, brother.” His voice twists with disgust.
“Take even one step, and your woman dies.”
Tears spill down Ahna’s cheeks. Prince Farah backs up, and the king’s men shuffle to make room without breaking their ranks.
I step forward and rest my hand softly on the king’s arm. His jaw twitches, but I know better than to think his anger is for me. Ahna gasps as she catches sight of me.
“Speak.”
I rise on my tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “Ahna opened the harem gate for them, Your Majesty. I saw it with my own eyes. She then embraced that man and ordered the stairs be burned out.” His arm jerks under my touch, and I step back until I feel Tyrone’s hand on my shoulder.
The king’s jaw clenches. “There’s no surprise that the weasel prince would threaten his own lover. I hope your reunion was worth the price you both will suffer.”
His fingers snap together, and a ball of purple power envelops Ahna, dragging her from the prince’s grasp fast as lightning strikes. Prince Farah shouts and reaches for her, but she’s whipped into the hands of royal guards.
The king glances at her, and his look is full of loathing. “I see you’ve sided with yet another failure of a prince. I spared your life once, Ahna. I will not be merciful twice.” He nods to a knight. “Hang her in a cage over the Gate of Gold.”
Ahna’s knees give way, and she drops with a piercing wail, begging for mercy. Only the grip of the knight keeps her from collapsing. Her shrieks fade as the men drag her away.
Prince Farah’s aura turns pitch-black, and he yells, his voice wild with rage, “Have you no decency? She is a woman!”
“So becomes the enemies of the king.” My lord swivels to his commander. “Take the first rebel found in my harem and stake him. Let each of his companions watch, and when one is dead, stake the next.” My lord’s voice is tight as he turns back to his brother. “Four of my household are dead. It is a small step in sating my anger.” He draws his sword and steps forward. “But you should be more concerned with your own life.”
A laugh bordering on madness echoes across the room, and the prince trembles, the hand on his sword hilt turning white. “Easy to blab with an army at your back. Face me like a man, you thief.” Green magic flares around him and I cover a cough at the force of the man’s malicious aura that sweeps over us.
Tyrone steps forward and goes down on one knee beside our lord. “My liege, let me silence this scum, so your ears need hear his words no longer.”
The king’s hand drifts to touch the concubine’s veiled head. “You know I must deal with this one alone.”
My heart squeezes as my lord strides forward, his voice ringing clear through the crowd. “You think me a thief, Farah? Let me tell you a secret. I had no intention to become king. I was preparing to leave forever, and then you killed my mother while our father’s heart yet beat. The first move was yours. So, stand and complete your fate.”
Farah’s eyes widen, and I sense a shiver pass through his aura, the kind of rift in a person’s essence that erupts as they face the ominous promise of certain death. I would bow my head in respect for his suffering, except that this man tried to kill me and succeeded in killing Giley and the others, Tamari, many other slave women, and the brave knights who guard us.
The rogue prince yells as he rushes King Jasper, and their blades meet with a clang that seems to shake the roof. Purple and green magic rise over their heads, battling for dominance. I flinch away from the surging lethal auras as both the men and their magics fight to the death. It is like the ancient stories of the celestials who battled in the skies with the elements and forces of the universe. My heartbeat hammers in my ears. I know my king is powerful, but his brother also wields strong magic.
Uri wraps a strong arm around my waist, and I swallow down the terror that clamps my throat. I’ve seen men fight many times before, but never have I felt this raging presence of that which seems beyond humanity’s ability, the war of magicians fighting with pure willpower.
Despite the horror, I can’t drag my gaze from my golden king. He spins and parries, those hard muscles that so easily send me into ecstasy flexing as he takes the weight of his brother’s blows and diverts them. They are well-matched in sword skill, but the prince is blowing hard and beginning to fall back.
I blink, the faint traces of my ability revealing that my lord isn’t using all his magic. The prince’s powers are waning. My senses rock with the last surge of their auras, the prince’s wavering as my king’s billows out. Prince Farah screams.
A sword skitters across the tiles, and the king steps forward, the point of his blade at his brother’s throat. A crimson stain blooms in Farah’s waist.
“Kneel.”
The prince spits at him, and the king kicks his knees, so he falls. I suck in a deep breath, having forgotten to breathe for long moments.
“Farah Kilven De’Vania, I, Jasper, first of my name, King of Gretolia and Lord of the Eastern Plains, beloved of the Sun Warrior, do hereby sentence you to death for high treason against your king and country.”
Resting his sword point on the ground, the king leans over and presses his hand to the rebel’s chest. It bulges, and I gasp as green magic comes away in the king’s grip. The prince falls backward to writhe and arch on the ground, a silent scream forcing his mouth wide open. The king rises and steps back, dragging a thick ribbon of emerald magic away from the man on the ground. The prince chokes, and his skin wrinkles and steams.
The green strand peters out to thread no thicker than silk, then snaps. Purple mist envelops the foreign power and consumes it. The king wobbles and drops his sword. The body on the ground spasms and grows still.
The commander goes down on one knee, and the entire assembly drops in his wake. I rest my shoulder against Tyrone’s as we kneel, the warmth of his strong presence soothing the tremors running through my body.
“Long live the king!”
My lord’s harsh whisper sounds in the ensuing silence. “Set what remains in a cage opposite his beloved. Let the world know what becomes of those who would defy the king.”
I know better than to attempt to aid the king in public, but my hands itch to support him as he turns away from the withered shell of his brother. From the way Uri and Tyrone rock beside me, I think they feel the same.
The king’s face is gray, but he walks steadily through the kneeling crowd to us.
“Rise,” he murmurs, his voice catching roughly.
He rests a hand on his commander’s shoulder, his voice low, “Farah’s general was not here. Search for him. Restore order. Call for the third regiment to refill our defenses.” Fresh sweat trickles down his temple. His aura is in chaos, the foreign magic warring within him. “And find Elivah. I need time to assimilate this power, so avoid disturbing me.”
He turns to face the guards standing at attention. “The crown thanks you for your loyal service this day.”
As he crosses through the palace, I trail in his wake, my belly clenching repeatedly. In the doorway to his room, he turns, and my heart drops, preparing for him to send us away. Instead, he dismisses the seneschal and beckons for us.
“These three may enter.”
Tyrone and Uri hand over their swords to the royal guards who search us, the calloused hands of the knights moving more by habit than proper diligence.
Once we are alone, the king braces himself against the back of a couch. “Tyrone, my armor.” His voice grates as if his throat is shredded and every line of his body is flexed and trembling. The concubine steps forward, his practiced warrior’s hands flipping the straps to release the molded iron, chainmail sleeves, metal shin guards, and leather trousers.
The king dry heaves onto the couch, and we all step forward. He lifts his palm. “Stay back! I would have your company but keep your distance. I am not yet in control of myself.” He stumbles to the bed in his sweat-soaked undershirt.
I grip Uri’s hand as our lord’s labored breathing whooshes through the room. We watch through the drawn bed curtains as he kneels on the bed, head down, groaning from the battle within his power. He lifts his head with a ragged yell, and my blood congeals at the sound. I want to run to him and share his burden, but my ability to sense magic tells me this is not one I can shoulder for him—at least not yet, not until he has mastered it.
Tyrone sits on the couch and draws me onto his lap. He rests his head against mine. “This is the fourth time.”
I lean into his body, seeking to draw his strength into me. “It’s not the first time you’ve seen it?”
He shakes his head.
“Doesn’t make it any easier,” mutters Uri, his eyes locked on the king’s writhing, gasping body.
We all tense as the king vomits, his body attempting to expel the invader. As the spasms settle and he wipes his mouth, I can hear his voice murmuring a chant over and over.
“Why did he take it if it costs him so much?” Surely my lord has more magic than he can already bear. Does the desire to protect this nation drive him to take on more?
“It is a uniqueness of their power. The bloodline seems to want to return to its own. The first two times, the brothers’ magic latched onto him as they died, as if of the power’s own will to survive. This time and last time, he took it on purpose to preempt the surge.”
I shudder. From what I’ve seen, the idea of magic having its own will is too real to ignore. His aura thrashes against itself, seething like a nest of snakes. I start humming a local tune I’ve heard the harem women sing. A moment later, Uri picks it up, his voice swelling with a beautiful clear tone.
The king crouches over his sheets, back to us, but his breathing steadies. He mutters his words over and over, willing the foreign power into submission and bending its magical properties to align with his. I clamp my hands together as I hum, willing my feeble strength to reach him across the room.
The sun’s light through the terrace doors dips low, slanting in to bathe the royal bed-chamber in an orange glow. The shadows lengthen.
Finally, we hear our lord’s battered voice calling us. “Come, my darlings.”
My heart squeezes as we rush to his side. His muscles tremble, and he pants as he kneels, hands spread wide on the bed, but I can see the original magic in him slowly dominating the rest, the wild spikes in his aura flattening out. Tyrone strips the dirtied quilt from the bed and bundles it outside as Uri gently draws the king into his lap. Seeing his soaked clothes and the grime that’s formed track marks with the running sweat, I retrieve cloths and water from the washroom and begin to sponge him down, prying the clothes off him with Uri’s help.
The king lays like a babe in our arms, eyes closed as his chest heaves grow smaller. If I didn’t know better, I might mistake him as sleeping, but his internal battle still rages. Only his body is still. Tyrone reaches under the pillow and draws out the bag of tricks. He pours out a scented oil and begins massaging our lord. I take the other side, easing the knots from his muscles. I half-expect the king to jump us as he does when his magic is wild, but he doesn’t, focusing inward instead.
The room has grown dark when a knock sounds at the door.
“Enter,” the king whispers, and Uri reaches for the king’s bell on the bedside table.
The seneschal bows himself into the room. “Your Majesty, Elivah is here.”
King Jasper squeezes our hands weakly. “Thank you, beloveds. Leave me now. I will send for you soon.”
He calls for the seneschal and instructs him that the male and female concubines should spend the night together, with Tyrone in charge.
On the way out, we pass a cloaked figure wearing a cloth mask. His head turns my way, but I see only a glimmer of reflected light in the shadows. Something in the stranger’s aura flickers, and I shiver.
“Who was that?” I whisper as we cross the courtyard.
Uri squeezes my hand. “You’ll learn soon enough.”
Inside the compound, slave women scrub at the blood on the tiles, and the pool has been half-drained already. As we pass the four covered bodies of the slain concubines, I bow my head in a silent apology for being unable to save them.
Inside the building, the other women are eating a late supper, sitting cross-legged in the hallways. They greet us enthusiastically, and I feel the walls I’ve caged my sorrow with starting to crumble.
Mallory watches me with a knowing eye as the others press us for news of the king and the palace. Uri and Tyrone share what we know, skimming over the violence. When he informs them Ahna has been sentenced to death, I crumble, falling forward onto Mallory and sobbing bitterly against her chest.
Ahna deserves what she is getting, but my life is stained with the violence of women fighting for their own survival, and her needless death stabs at my heart like the assassin’s blade. Maybe if I had befriended her, I would have understood the strange bitterness in her aura in time to save lives. Ahna, and the life of solitude she lived, represent so much to me of my life that I can’t process her betrayal. The only thing that makes sense is knowing if our places were reversed, and my lord was not king, I, too, would be fighting to be reunited with him.
Tyrone orders the mattresses to be laid out side by side in the hallway. My weary body gives out, and I lay in Mallory’s arms, exhausted. Uri snuggles against my back, reminding me of my lord, who may still be fighting to overcome his new powers. I wonder who the newcomer, Elivah, is, but sleep overwhelms me.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
Sira
 
Two nights later, the king summons me alone. Sitting in his lap is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, except for the king himself. The red-brown braid draping over the stranger’s shoulder is longer than mine, and there’s a faint trace of a beard around his sensual mouth and jawline. As I bow low in the middle of the room, his large black eyes, dark as night, are fixed on me with an intensity that has my muscles turning to water with an instinctual reaction.
I forget to breathe. I’ve seen him before, sleeping in the warehouse out in the capital. A chill runs down my spine. The stranger’s aura glitters with the bright red of a venomous animal as his attention snaps to me. Never before have I been subjected to so much focus from one person. No, one being, because this man isn’t human.
But he is a shaman.
Is he in Bane’s pay? How can he be here and a friend of my king? Not just a friend but a lover, judging by their tender familiarity.
I crawl back a step, every sane part of my body begging me to flee.
My lord opens his palm to me. “Don’t be afraid, Sira. I am not angry with you.”
The cold, beautiful man lifts one hand to stroke the king’s jaw. “It is not you that she fears.” I twitch as I recognize the male voice from behind the red wall, who chastised Uri and claimed to have brought the king back from madness.
The king nuzzles against the hand on his face. “Oh? Why do you fear this man, Sira?”
I bow my head, running my tongue around a dry mouth. My mind whirls. Does the king know what he is? Will this man kill me if I expose his secrets? Who is he to the king, that they sit so tenderly, yet I’ve never met him before?
The silence stretches, but I don’t know how to answer the question.
A touch of unfamiliar magic drifts over me, and the stranger speaks again. “It is because she sees what I am, Jasper.”
My fingers curl into my knees. He treats the king as an equal. The terror in my chest expands, clawing up my throat.
“Sira,” the king’s musical voice breaks through my haze. “Approach and tell me what you see. Elivah and I have no secrets. Though,” he chuckles, “if we do, this will be a good way to discover them.”
Slowly I rise and walk to the bed. There are no musicians again tonight, and my footsteps are audible as I will my legs to move, one after the other. I climb onto the far end of the bed, hearing my pulse pound in my ears. So, this is Elivah, the man the king called for in his hour of need. But if he is the king’s man, why was he following me in the city?
“Look at me, woman of the king,” Elivah commands, a raspy growl of command in his tone.
I gulp and raise my eyes.
“Tell me what you see.”
I draw a deep breath. “I see a handsome man, a little slenderer than the king, with a body not of a warrior, but of a . . .” I hesitate, searching my memory for a similarity. His wiry body reminds me of the men who spent endless hours running the mountains with Bane’s messages. “. . . of a message runner.”
The king’s lips curve, and he squeezes Elivah around the chest. “I suppose that’s fitting.”
Elivah keeps his dark gaze locked on mine. “And what do you see here?” He taps the side of his head.
I shiver and press my hands together. I glance at the king, wishing I didn’t have to say another word, but he nods for me to continue.
“I see a shaman.”
“And what more?” Elivah’s attention slices at me like a knife. It expands, and I look away, the pressure bruising.
“I see dark holes in cliff faces and scales glittering in the moonlight. I see the red of venom, and I feel the touch of your,” I swallow hard, “Your non-human essence. Your focus presses down on me like something sharp, and I sense your curiosity, and . . .” I blink, searching to pinpoint the dark, slippery shadow within him. I had hoped not to meet someone with this particular darkness ever again.
“And what?” my lord prompts.
My voice drops to a whisper. “His desire for violence.”
Elivah rises and crawls across the bed. I clench against the terrified tremor that fills me, turning my face away as he arrives in my personal space.
He takes my chin in one firm grip and turns my face back to his. He gazes into my eyes, and my body alternates with hot and cold chills.
“There are many shadows in your lovely eyes. Are you sure they do not blind you? Look again.”
I blink. This close, his black eyes seem to have flecks of starlight in them. His presence caresses mine in the way a cat holds a bird captive under his paw while playing. I suck in a shaky breath. Elivah is correct. He is different from Bane, though the difference is subtle. He is more like the king when his magic haze descends on him.
“My words are clumsy to express something that I’ve never felt before. You are a hunter, a superior being who lives to dominate.”
One corner of his mouth ticks upward.
“And do I intend the king any harm?”
I frown, a touch of a headache beginning as I examine him more closely than I have ever attempted. That dominating force is hard to read, but while there is violence and sadism in him, it’s not directed at the king.
“Not that I can detect.” My thoughts have swirled, but they lead continually in one direction, and I can’t ignore the burning curiosity. “Sir, are you a Gater?” Realizing the term might be offensive, I try again. “That is, are you a celestial?”
He reaches out a finger to stroke my cheek. “Clever girl. To be precise, I am one-half of what you suspect.”
Something hot and slithery curls in my belly. I thought the celestials were only a myth. In the stories, they were creatures of great power who took human form and traveled through stone gates to different universes. But now, the evidence of their existence kneels before me. I feel my eyes widen as I look at him with new awe.
“Greet me with a kiss,” Elivah demands.
I shift to look around him at the king, but Elivah grabs my jaw and draws me back. “Is it not enough that you have been summoned with me present?”
I meet his eye. It might be pointless asking since his brown torso is bare, and he was cradled against the king’s chest a moment ago, but I need to know.
“Are you the king’s lover?”
“I am, though I am not confined to the harem. Will you obey, or should I force you?”
I stare into his bottomless eyes, my face creased. It’s a test, but I do not know what for. Hot anger flushes through me as I remember what Bane forced and how he tried to break me. “Some things cannot be forced, no matter the violence used.”
A slow grin curves his lips up, and the beauty of his smile catches my breath. “Good answer, woman of the king.”
We kneel in silence, locked in a battle of wills, with me unwilling to give in to a command from someone other than the king so easily. He is indeed the king’s lover, and each time I’ve greeted a new member of the harem, I kissed them this way as if to seal our bond. My mind casts back to when I first heard Elivah’s voice, and he bid me go after what I wanted. What else was it he said? He did not want to wrestle the king back from madness a second time.
Realization dawns. As a shaman, Elivah might be the only person close to the king who can truly understand the burden of magic. He might even be the person who taught my lord how to share his magic among us. And he is the man the king called for to assimilate his slain brother’s absorbed power.
He lives outside the laws of the harem because he is outside the laws of humankind. Yet, there is a burning devotion to our lord at the core of him. As such, he will be the central cog in the king’s plan to share his burden more effectively. More than that, he is my king’s confidante, perhaps even his savior. A man as strong willed as King Jasper would need an equally powerful and dominant being as his equal. That is enough for me. I can submit to such a man if it is the king’s will.
I lean on his knees and press my lips against his, instinctually knowing he won’t meet me halfway. His full lips sear against mine, filling me with heat. His fingers tangle roughly in my hair, but his kiss is strangely gentle. Unblinking, his eyes bore into my soul, and I feel exposed and bare in a completely new way.
“Enough. She is not yours tonight,” the king says with a hint of amusement, and Elivah drops me like a hot coal. I press a hand against my pulsing stomach.
He swivels his body toward the king. “As you suspected, she is an ambient.”
My brows furrow together. “What is an ambient?”
Elivah cocks his head. “An ambient is a mage who has no magic of his or her own but can influence the magic in their environment—namely, the magic of others. They are bringers of change.”
I look from him to the king, my pulse pounding loud in my ears. “I can influence magic?”
The king smiles. “From our first meeting, my magic reached for you. I asked Elivah to follow you to make sure you didn’t come to any harm on your way because I knew you were special and that I had to have you in my harem.”
I cover my thumping chest. “You ordered him to follow me?” Cool, sweet relief washes through me like summer rains. Bane didn’t send him. I’m finally free of that monster.
Elivah snorts. “I was impressed when you shook me off twice. Not many people can evade my stalking.”
Elivah returns to the king’s side, inserting himself between my lord and his pillows. He combs my lord’s hair away from his face. “Shadows of the past haunt her, but she is devoted to you, mind, body, and soul.”
The king smiles. “I already knew that. Come here, beloved. My arms ache for you.”
I cross the bed, and he pulls me against his chest. I breathe deeply of the smell that is only my lord’s.
“We have much to talk about, don’t we?” he whispers against my ear, sending quivers straight to my groin.
I sit up, my hands splayed across his chest. “That depends.”
He cocks an eyebrow. “On?”
“On if you have decided to abandon your guilt and embrace me fully. I cannot bear to be held beyond arm’s reach every time you fear for my life.”
He sighs and trails a finger through my hair. “But you have given me far too many reasons to fear.”
I shake my head. “No. I have given you reasons to hope that I can survive all odds.”
He chuckles and tucks his head to kiss the scar on my shoulder. “Indeed, you have given me much hope.”
His hands slide lower, but I pull back. “Tell me you will not cast me aside again.”
He pauses, both brows rising. “Are you making demands of your king?”
I stiffen. “Yes, I am.”
“That is bold of you. Have you forgotten the rules?”
I shake my head. “The rules do not apply beyond death. And my disobedience stems from a foolish belief that I know better what is good for my lord than he does.”
He chuckles. “And what is good for the king?”
I rest a hand over my heart. “Me.”
Elivah watches our exchange in silence, his steady gaze unfathomable.
King Jasper throws his head back against his lover’s chest and laughs. “Have I not been blessed, my old friend?”
Elivah nods and brushes hair back from our lord’s forehead with gentle fingers. “I think you owe the lady some token for her troubles. The entire harem has had to endure her endless pining for you.”
The king nods and sits upright again. “Come, sit.”
I sit cross-legged in front of him, our legs burning where they brush together. His golden eyes focus on me with all the strength of his intention.
“Sira, from the first moment I laid eyes on you in the temple, my magic and my heart reached for you. You have turned my world upside—and most of the palace,” he adds with a sly smile. “And you’ve given me hope for the future.” He bows his head, and my breath hitches at the homage from a king. “Forgive me for succumbing to my fears and keeping my distance. I would have you know it is only my terror for your safety that kept me away, and no lack of desire or affection.”
I want to tease him that he, too, is breaking the rules by offering me affection, but I know the moment is far too significant for joking.
I reach for his hands. “My lord, you know you never need to apologize to me, yet I humbly accept what you offer. If I may beg to know your sincerity, I ask that you keep me close to your side.” I meet his burning eyes. “Death is far pleasanter than the absence of your sunlight.”
He smiles and brushes my cheek with his knuckles. “Granted. I don’t think I could do otherwise any longer. I have been punished by my stubbornness as greatly as you.”
King Jasper pulls me to him and kisses me until my knees go weak and my blood runs hot. When he releases me, my gaze slides to Elivah, who watches our every move with his predatory gaze.
“Don’t look at him. Tonight, he is here only to protect you from me.” He smiles at my confused look. “You are the first summoned after I have assimilated new magic. It can be a dangerous, even deadly task, as I learn to distribute it. Are you still willing, woman of the king?”
I grin up at him. “Mind, body, and soul I am willing and wanting, my lord.”
He presses his warm lips to mine, and the welcome weight of his magic settles on me. It bucks and writhes across my skin, and I feel the wildness that he hasn’t yet fully tamed. The king’s fingers trace down my breast, sparking lightning that shoots to my core and brings rain to the parched earth of my need for him. His mouth dips lower, nipping and teasing as his hands slide across me. I wrap my arms around him, stroking the muscly strength of his back. He nudges my legs apart, and I roll his loose pants down over his hips, releasing the engorged cock.
He butts against my entrance, then checks my juice with one finger. He wipes the wetness across his lips like a brand, then surges his way inside. I moan as I open to him. Once in five weeks is not enough. I need him to make up for all the lost nights, to fill me till I cannot bear it. His hips thrust, his fingers pinch my nipples, and I moan. He begins his charge.
The wild haze of his magic rises, and he groans into the mist. Twice, his magic bucks, crushing me, and the king misses my gasped safe word. Elivah’s power filters around us, and the pressure eases. His touch against the king’s magic is like a spanking of naughty children and sometimes the patient working of a weaver with tangled strings. I’m glad the king has someone at his side who can do that complex work. Dark trails of sweat thread through Elivah’s hair, yet he never moves from his place against the pillows. Only his dark eyes follow us, lighting more skittery fires in my belly.
On and on, the king rages, just as he did the first night he had me, and the night we challenged the boys, pushing me to my limits. My reserve drops away, and I push him right back, coaxing not just to exhaust him but also to swell his pleasure. I run away, and I dance, and I curve my body in daring ways so that he never takes me in the same position twice. I ride him, and I suck and chew and breathe across him.
He catches me out of bed and takes me standing, his great thrusts rubbing my back against the smooth wall. I cling to his slick shoulder, one leg up on his hip, and my free hand braced against the wall. He leans his head on my shoulder and groans his way to release. I pant, and the lightning in my belly condenses and births through my trembling pussy, coating his cock with one more offering of incense as I cry out.
“My lord! My lord!”
I am spent. My trembling legs could not move if my life depended on it. The pale-blue fingers of pre-dawn creep through the terrace doors. Breathing hard, the king walks me to the bed and climbs under the covers with me still clinging to his neck. Elivah slips from the room, leaving us alone.
The king cradles me into the curve of his abdomen, and his voice murmurs against my ear. “Call me by my name. That is more fitting for a king’s consort.”
My answer is but a whisper against the pillow as I drift away. “My lord, Jasper.”
His hand tightens against my stomach.




Epilogue
Sira
 
I hug my secret to my heart as I enter the women’s harem with the mid-afternoon sun dancing on the freshwater of the pool. In truth, it is not decent for me to be filled with so much happiness when we have not even farewelled our dead, but my source of life has been restored, and I cannot help basking in the glory of it. Since I am committed to living, I think the women of my past would tell me to enjoy it, even when others have not been so fortunate.
The king is ready to assemble his team, and we will help him bear his burden permanently. Although his magical gift just increased by one-fifth, he slept well, and when I left him, he was fresher than I have seen in weeks.
Flowers fill the courtyard in honor of our lost women, surrounding the wooden beds where our slain women rest, sealed in magic capsules. With order restored and the rebels punished, the kingdom has overflowed with gifts in sympathy for the king’s loss. Tonight, we send off those who I could not save, alongside the brave guards and knights who defended us with their lives.
Mallory and Varessa come to meet me, and I take their hands.
“How is our lord?” Mallory asks.
“He is well and rested. He says he has dominated his powers more quickly than before.”
We walk toward the house, and the smell of lentils and onion sets my mouth watering.
My feet freeze in place as I catch sight of the massive blue pots standing on either side of the far end of the pool. The crooked shape of the miniature trees is unmistakable. They are mountain snow apple trees.
“What is it?” Varessa asks, feeling the tension in me.
“What are those?”
“Oh, they’re gifts from a foreign dignitary. Aren’t they beautiful? I’ve never seen a tree that twists and turns like that, have you?”
I swallow hard. “They are unique.”
“I heard they are apple trees, but the fruit is white. Speaking of fruit, come and eat. You must be starving.”
I walk past the pots that stand as high as my chest, feeling as if they watch me with hungry eyes. Then I shake my head. There must be places other than the mountains of Trik where snow apples grow.
Every trace of the disaster that occurred here three days ago has been swept clean. The stone house has been whitewashed, and there are new faces among the slave women who serve us the flatbread, shredded duck, and lentil stew. I cradle the steaming bowl and breathe in the spiced scent, thawing the cold unease the trees hatched in my stomach.
At the hour before sunset, we pull on our veils and form two neat rows in the courtyard. By some unspoken agreement, Kiara and I head the two lines. I nod at the senior concubine, and she nods back.
The king arrives with the Royal Knights and male concubines, who lift the funeral biers onto their shoulders. An advance guard clears the path as His Majesty leads the funeral procession through the palace to the garden of the kings. A second procession joins us, headed by the nobles and palace officials, bearing the fifteen bodies of the Royal Knights, including the man with the scar across his face who once thanked me for saving the king’s life. He was cut down outside the harem gates in the first onslaught.
Below us, the city resonates with funeral wails as thousands take to the streets to mourn for the king’s household and the fathers, brothers, and uncles who died in the battles within the city and out in the distant hills where the decoy skirmish took place.
In the garden, we circle the biers as guards stack them with wood and oil, the women in the center and the knights surrounding them, protecting the concubines even in death.
If the king speaks, I don’t hear it. My mind fills with the fate I have escaped. Death has entered over the threshold of my house, yet each time it has been turned away. But not for these beautiful women. I will miss them dearly. The slave women are denied a state funeral, buried instead in the city cemetery. Tears burn in my eyes for Tamari.
The king’s purple magic sparks the fires, and soon the circle is full of the roaring of fire as it devours all. Behind us, the women’s names have already been engraved on the rock wall that will one day be the door to King Jasper’s tomb.
Our lord lifts his hands, and the booming voice of his general speaks their names.
Giley. Tiarka. Ethana. Leovis.
Four purple globes the size of a room rise into the air from the king’s outstretched hands.
The general reads the names of the fallen knights, men whose skill with the sword and proven loyalty have earned them the title of knight and a royal funeral.
Fifteen more globes, half the size of the women’s, drift upward.
Then the general reads all one hundred thirty-two names of the guards, and with each announcement, another purple globe rises from the king’s hand. We are bathed in mauve light as the spheres rise like evening stars in the fading light and spread over the city. The citizens will see and know that the king is honoring the dead, each by their name.
I swallow hard. I hope this will be my fate one day, cherished and mourned, drifting away on the evening breeze and finding freedom in the winds. It is a beautiful ending for beautiful women. Peaceful.
I bow my head, remembering the dead I have left un-mourned. My lips murmur the name of the nameless woman, a woman whose name my bloodied self is not fit to mouth, but who deserved a funeral like this and not the snowy abyss over the side of the mountain cliffs. Their memorial stone will be my heart; their names etched in my memory.
Who is to say why I lived, and they didn’t? All I know is that I will walk the path given me and serve the man given to me. My eyes drift to the king. There is no more I could ask for in the world.
Mallory’s clear voice rises in a funeral song, and the other women join in, followed a stanza later by the men. We stand until the pyres burn down and nothing is left but char and ash, thanks to the king’s magic. Then we take the cold march back to the harem on numb legs.
Servants have set a feast for us under the stars. The king stays only a short time, kissing each of us and whispering kind words of thankfulness for our lives. Then he leaves to attend the state funeral feast. Although the night is colder without him, the wine flows as we recount stories of the missing concubines. I lean back against a palm tree behind the stone bench, and my weary lids shutter.
Warm sunlight is bathing my face when I open my eyes, disturbed by a noise I can’t place. I sit up and stretch, then freeze at the sound of a hiss. As I sit transfixed, a mountain black adder slides over the edge of the snow apple pot and drops the five feet to the tiles with a plop. Its forked tongue tastes the air near my toes while all six feet of sinewy body coils. The sight of the deadly snake is enough to send adrenaline spiking through me, but there is more. My heart stutters to a stop. Painted on the reptile’s back is a gray chain with a bloodied shackle—a message just for my eyes.
Bane has found me.






 
Author’s Note
 


Did you enjoy this story? I hope you did because I had so much fun writing it!
Can I ask you for a favor? If you did enjoy it, I’d appreciate if you left a review on Amazon. Your support is so precious, and your opinion makes a big difference!
To leave a review, all you need to do is swipe through to the end of this book to the ‘Before You Go’ section and leave a review. Or you can go to the book’s Amazon page and click on ‘Write a customer review.’
May love rise up to meet you,
Sierra xox




Sira, Jasper and the harem return in Book Two: Resonance
My plans of living peacefully in the king's harem are shattered when the warlord Bane discovers my hiding place.
I'm his property. He wants me back and he'll destroy anyone or anything that gets in his way - including everyone I've come to love, even King Jasper himself.

But Jasper won't let me go either. He needs me to help control his magic, and I need him and his harem, to heal my ruined soul. And our thawing hearts need each other.

Jasper is strong, but he doesn't know Bane like I do. That monster will go to any extreme to avenge the ego I bruised. The fight that is coming will rip this country apart. I can't allow that to happen, even if it means I have to leave.
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