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To all who fought before me. We will not go quietly.
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Author’s Note





Many elements of this book are based on the author’s lived experience with chronic health conditions, including post-viral Dysautonomia. Many chronic health conditions exist on a spectrum of severity, and not every individual experiences certain health conditions in the exact same way. This narrative is not meant to speak for an entire community; it is just meant to speak for one person’s lived experience. 

Post-viral illnesses like Dysautonomia impact millions of lives and are in desperate need of research, funding, support, and a cure. To learn more about Dysautonomia, including patient and physician resources, or how you can help the Dysautonomia Community, go to Dysautonomia International. 
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Aurelia: Princess of Kelnore, daughter of Alekos, Dimitrios’ twin

Brynn: sister of Conor, healer

Cassian: captain in Imperial Navy, son of Lycaon

Cato: son of Remus, future Duke of Darnic

Chloe: Empress of Kelnore

Conor: Ri of Pern Coen, husband of Rhiannon

Cyrus: head physician employed by the Imperial House

Dimitrios: Prince of Kelnore, captain in Imperial Army, son of Alekos, Aurelia’s twin

Drusus: head archivist at the Imperial Palace

Fabian: Crown prince of Kelnore, captain in Imperial Navy, son of Alekos

Fiona: wife of Remus

Gavril: Viscount of Vindemia

Hadriana: Princess of Kelnore, daughter of Alekos

Hersilia: Baroness of Piscatio, wife of Theron, Silvanus’ mistress

Lucanus: soldier in Imperial Army, son of Remus, friend of Dimitrios

Lycaon: Duke of Lapis

Regulus: Prince of Kelnore, son of Alekos

Remus: Duke of Darnic

Rhiannon: Ri of Pern Coen, Duchess of Solis, cousin of Alekos, wife of Conor

Sapphirus: Kelnorian Herena wildcat

Silvanus: Captain in Imperial Navy, son of Lycaon, future Duke of Lapis

Sophia: Aurelia's handmaiden

Valeria: Imperial Palace seamstress 
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Luca was beginning to regret the decision he had made to leave the province of Lapis for the glittering capital city of Talekos, but promises made to a prince were not so easily broken. He had only been in the great city four times in his lifetime, and he tried not to gape as his chestnut warhorse, Rubrum, carried him down the wide streets that crisscrossed the city like a maze. 

He cast a sidelong glance at the man riding on his right, Prince Dimitrios—or Dimitri to those who knew him well—of Kelnore, certain that the other man had surely grasped just how provincial Luca’s life as the bastard second son of a duke in Darnic had been. Despite the friendship that had formed between Luca and Dimitri in recent months, Luca had caught himself wondering why Dimitri had invited him on such an excursion as this. Luca was Dimitri’s lieutenant, that was true, but bastard-born second sons didn’t run in the same circles as princes. Not in the empire of Kelnore. 

At first, Luca had evaded Dimitri’s offer to join him in Talekos, neither declining or accepting, but Luca had foolishly let word of Dimitri’s invitation slip over dinner with his father, Duke Remus of Darnic. Remus had insisted that his son would be a fool to decline such an invitation, and the following day, Luca had told Dimitri that he would join him. 

They continued down the street, Dimitri looking every inch the prince that he was, despite the dust and dirt that stained both of their silver and red uniforms after days of travel. Dimitri sat tall in the saddle, his chin lifted, and didn’t seem the least bit affected by the masses of people, carts, and horses. Behind them were the famed Cserula Docks, filled to the brim with tall masted ships from every corner of the empire. They were close enough to the water that Luca could still hear the screeches of the gulls and smell the salty air. The Imperial Palace loomed in front of them, close to the docks and at the very heart of the city.

“Don’t look so nervous,” Dimitri said with a good-natured chuckle as he glanced over at Luca. “It’s not as if my parents don’t know that you’re coming.”

Luca cleared his throat. “You forget that they’re the emperor and empress of Kelnore.”

Despite being a duke’s son, Luca’s station in life was far below Dimitri’s. Even if Luca had not had an older half-brother, a child from his father’s first marriage, he never would have been allowed to inherit, for his mother was no noblewoman. At least, not in the eyes of the empire. Royal blood did run through her veins, but it was the blood of an enemy. The blood of the Darnian people, most of whom had lost their lives and their homeland when Emperor Stelios had invaded and conquered their land almost thirty years ago. The current reigning emperor, and Dimitri’s father, Emperor Alekos, had made an exception for Remus, allowing him to wed Luca’s mother, Fiona, but from the day Luca had been born, he’d never been allowed to forget that he was forever tainted by impure, bastard blood. 

And if only that were the worst of it, he thought, his palms beginning to sweat the closer they drew to the palace. It was more than just his tainted blood from his mother’s kin. He also carried their magic, given to the line of Darnian kings by their gods centuries ago. It allowed the bodies of those who possessed it to vanish at will, making the Kings of Darnic formidable fighters and almost impossible to kill in battle—until they had met their doom at the hands of the mighty Kelnorians. Fiona, along with her remaining kin, had taught Luca how to control his unusual abilities, knowing what a threat they made to his life, but every day, he danced at the edge of his own doom. For if anyone were to learn of his uncanny abilities, he would immediately be sentenced to death by the laws of the empire and the emperor who ruled it with an iron fist. 

“You know,” Dimitri said as they squeezed their horses through a narrow opening in the crowded street, “half of what they say about my father is all talk.”

“And the other half?” Luca asked, raising his brows. 

“The other half is why you’re lucky you’re with me. The son who has perfected the art of staying out of trouble. Mostly.”

Luca laughed, even as his stomach lurched. By the seas, why had he let Remus talk him into coming to the capital? He should have declined Dimitri’s offer when General Hesoid had granted their company a brief leave of absence. Luca shifted in the saddle as they were forced to slow their horses again, the loud shouts of fisherman haggling with one another over their recent catches leaving Luca wincing. 

They pushed their mounts onward, and the crowd finally thinned as the palace itself loomed before them. Luca was astounded by the sheer size of it. While Remus had made regular trips to Talekos with Luca’s half-brother, Cato, both Luca’s impure blood and his mother’s long-held fears of his magic being discovered by the emperor had kept him in Darnic. And here I am, risking discovery, he thought with a grimace. By the gods, he hoped acquiescing to Remus didn’t cost him too dearly. 

As their horses trotted up to the wrought iron palace gates, Luca cast Dimitri another sidelong glance, once again wondering how in the seas he’d managed to find himself the friend of a prince. Remus had encouraged Luca to join the Imperial Army the moment he had turned seventeen, reminding Luca that the army was one of the only ways that he could make any sort of future for himself. While Emperor Alekos did not wish for Luca to be among the nobility, he had no qualms about Luca offering his life to ensure the safety of the empire. 

The first year had been hard, but he’d done well enough for himself. In his second year, he had been promoted to lieutenant, and after two more years, he had been moved to serve under Dimitri. At first, Luca had been filled with doubts over Dimitri’s capabilities; he’d immediately entered the army as a captain at eighteen to complete his required seven years of service as a son of the Imperial House, but in the end, Dimitri had surprised Luca with his competence. Luca being three years older than Dimitri had meant that he’d had more experience in the field, and in an uncharacteristic show of humility for a prince, Dimitri had leaned on Luca’s expertise when it had come to leading their company. In an empire where Luca was often seen as little more than a pariah, Dimitri had treated him with surprising decency. 

They brought their horses to a halt and Luca stared wide-eyed through the gate at the sprawling monstrosity before him. The opulent palace boasted three stories, and the light tan sandstone from which it was built gleamed in the late morning light. Massive white columns lined its front façade, each of them intricately carved. Even the gate had touches of gold and silver worked into it, the silver more than likely imported from the mines that dotted the mountainsides in Luca’s home of Darnic. The eight guards standing outside the gate bowed to Dimitri before one of them walked up to him. 

“Your Highness,” the soldier said, delivering another bow before calling for the other guards to open the gate, “I will make certain His Majesty knows of your arrival.” 

“No need for the usual fanfare, Maximus,” Dimitri said with a wave of his hand. “I’ll see myself in. His Majesty will know I’m here soon enough.”

The guard frowned but stepped aside. No matter the man’s opinion on the matter, Dimitri was a prince. His word was to be obeyed. Dimitri urged his stallion through the gate, and Luca followed along behind him. They guided their horses down a wide path, the crushed oyster shells almost blindingly white in the bright southern sun. Cypress trees lined the path on either side of them, and as they rode, Luca caught a whiff of fragrant flowers. 

The straight path turned into a large circle, created with the same crushed shell, in front of the palace’s entrance. As Luca took a better look at the twelve columns, he was able to see that each of them bore carvings of the twelve gods and goddesses of Kelnore, their beautiful forms chipped away from what had once been jagged stone. To his right, in the middle of the circular path, there was a fountain which displayed a statue of the great Kyveli the Conqueror, the first son of the House of Vepi who had built the Imperial Palace after ridding the southern shores of the siren queens who had once ruled it. Given the heat of the day and his dusty, sweat-stained clothes, Luca thought the clear, shimmering water that filled the fountain looked more than a little inviting. 

To Luca’s surprise, Dimitri didn’t dismount but instead urged his stallion down yet another narrow side path lined with olive trees. Luca urged Rubrum into a slightly quicker pace and soon brought his stallion abreast with Dimitri’s mount. It was a tight fit for the two horses on the narrow path, but thankfully, Rubrum and Dimitri’s stallion, Vindex, were used to being in tight quarters with one another. 

“And where exactly are we going?” Luca asked. 

“To find my sister,” Dimitri replied with a grin. “Trust me; you’ll thank me when your first introduction to the Imperial Palace avoids my father and his entourage.” 

Well, Luca thought with a shake of his head, I certainly can’t argue with that. The less of Emperor Alekos’ attention he drew, the better. 

The path before them widened and Dimitri urged his horse into a canter, leaving Luca to catch up. The path they were following wasn’t long, soon bringing them to a row of long stone stables. Dimitri pulled Vindex to a halt and as he swung from the stallion’s back, a stablehand hurried over to take his horse. Luca dismounted as well and more stablehands, dressed in the scarlet of Kelnore, rushed out, making their way toward them.

“Your Highness,” the stablehand who had taken ahold of Vindex’s reins said, “we weren’t expecting you.”

“I didn’t announce my return,” Dimitri replied with an easy smile. “But Vindex has had a hard ride from Lapis. It is important that he and Lieutenant Lucanus’ mount are adequately cared for.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the man said, giving another low bow. 

The stablehand and his companions took their horses and Dimitri started off again, down yet another winding crushed shell path. 

“Come on, Luca,” he called over his shoulder. “Keep up!” 

Luca jogged after him, muttering a quiet curse under his breath. The gods help him if his visit to the palace ended poorly. He was all too aware of how eager the nobility were to find anything that would tie him to scandal or wrongdoing. While Dimitri had earned Luca’s trust, he was also aware that their actions would never be judged equally. Luca caught up with Dimitri after a few moments and the two of them walked side by side as the path they were following became surrounded by tall hedges. 

“Where exactly are we going again?” Luca asked. 

“The gardens,” Dimitri answered. “It’s Aurelia’s favorite hiding place.”

Luca knew a little of Dimitri’s twin sister, Princess Aurelia of Kelnore. Most of it was gossip, claiming her to be the emperor’s most wayward daughter. It was said that she had an uncontrollable tongue and a vulgar, inquisitive mind, but Luca knew that she and Dimitri were close. Letters from the palace, written by the princess herself—from what Luca could tell—came to Dimitri from her regularly. 

The hedges soon turned into a stone wall and Dimitri came to a stop in front of a small iron gate. Luca could see the back of the palace from over the top of the wall and tried not to gape. He’d never seen so many glass windows in one place in his entire life. Dimitri swung the gate open, motioning for Luca to follow him. Luca did so, stepping into a stunning oasis. Flowers and plants were everywhere, along with numerous hedges and bushes, and a few old cypress trees. More paths split off in multiple directions and the splashes of color from the plants, shades of purple, pink, red, and orange, were mesmerizing. 

“Welcome to the Imperial Gardens,” Dimitri said as he closed and locked the gate behind him. “The pride and joy of my great-grandmother, Empress Myrrhine.”

“It’s certainly impressive,” Luca replied. His own mother would have loved such a place. Fiona had always had a fondness for growing things. 

“Knowing Aurelia, she’s near the fountain of Procella. This way.”

Dimitri motioned for Luca to follow him and the two of them were off again. Luca was able to name some of the plants they passed, like the Agapanthus, Ranunculus, and sea lavender, but most of them were completely foreign to him. The plants themselves were broken up by stone benches, wooden trellises, fountains, and detailed sculptures of the gods and goddesses of Kelnore. As they went deeper into the gardens, Luca found himself feeling more and more lost. He’d heard tales of the vastness of the palace complex, but getting a taste of it himself was another matter entirely. Thank the gods that Dimitri knew where he was going.

Eventually they reached a large fountain surrounded by three stone benches. The fountain itself boasted a striking sculpture of the goddess of the sea, Procella, with her two dolphins leaping up into the air beside her, but the sensual stone statue didn’t hold Luca’s attention for long. Not when his gaze fell on the form of a tall, dark-haired woman who sat with her back to them on one of the benches. The lavender dress she wore was made of a wispy, light fabric, embellished with some sort of beadwork that gleamed in the sun and left one of her shoulders bare. Her hair was half up and half down, artfully pinned with glimmering diamonds and pearls. She could be no other than Princess Aurelia. 

“Ruining your marriage chances again, Lia?” Dimitri said with a mischievous grin. 

Aurelia started, dropping the book she’d been holding in her lap. She leapt to her feet, spinning around and bringing a hand to her chest before greeting Dimitri with a grin that just about took Luca’s breath away. She immediately left the bench, running over to embrace Dimitri in an enthusiastic hug. It took everything in Luca to keep his mouth from falling open. He would not have expected such a show of affection from a noblewoman, especially one who was a member of the Imperial House. And yet even as her forwardness startled him, he found himself drawn to it. 

“Mother and Father weren’t expecting you until this evening,” Aurelia said as she eased back from Dimitri. 

“We made good time,” Dimitri said before motioning to Luca. “Aurelia, this is my lieutenant, Lucanus of Darnic. Though he usually goes by Luca. He’s going to be staying at the palace until we return to the field in Lapis. Luca, my sister, Princess Aurelia of Vepi.”

“Your Highness,” Luca said, dropping into a deep bow.

“Where are Mother and Father?” Dimitri asked. 

“Mother is preparing for the banquet tomorrow. Father is going to be furious you slipped in unannounced,” Aurelia answered. “And Father and Fabian are meeting with Viscount Gavril and Baron Octavious about some troubles in Vindemia with the flax trade.”

Dimitri tilted his head, pursing his lips. “And how would you know they’re discussing the flax trade?”

The back of her neck heated as she slightly averted her gaze, shrugging her bare shoulder. “A little eavesdropping. Nothing more.”

Dimitri frowned. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Father will get his banquet tomorrow, with plenty of opportunity to impress the noblemen.” He paused, glancing over at Luca. “I’m sorry to say you’ll be dragged into all of that. Any time Fabian or I return home, Father uses it as an excuse to host some banquet or other festivity.”

“But,” Aurelia said, “the food will be excellent. Even if the company is lacking.” 

“I’m sure I’ll manage,” Luca replied.

“What were you doing out here this time?” Dimitri stepped past Aurelia and began flipping through the pile of books, along with the inkwell and quill, that she had abandoned on the bench.

She hurried back over to them, picking up the book that had fallen on the ground and brushing it off with a sort of reverence. Books were costly, and it was jarring to see a woman with such a thing—and the emperor’s own daughter, no less. By law, women were not allowed any manner of education. Luca’s own mother being able to read and write extensively was an oddity, one that came from Fiona’s life in Darnic before it had been conquered. Fiona and Remus had fought bitterly for years over her desire for Luca’s half-sister, Oriana, to be able to learn to read and write, but in the end Remus had won that fight. Oriana had been denied any form of education, like every other woman in Kelnore. 

“Doing Regulus’ lessons for him again?” Dimitri said with a frown, flipping open another book before Aurelia snatched it back from him and began shoving her things into a leather bag. After she buckled it closed, she held it protectively to her chest. 

“I don’t do them for him every day,” she replied, not quite meeting Dimitri’s gaze.

“Lia,” Dimitri said with a quiet groan, “he’s got to learn on his own.”

She held the bag even tighter to her chest. “It’s the only way I’ll ever learn anything.”

Dimitri pressed his lips together. “Have you spoken to Father again about asking Gaius if you can sit in on a few of Regulus’ lessons?”

“He said no,” Aurelia said with a low snort. “He insists it will ruin my marriage prospects, and he was quick to remind me that a strategic marriage is the most important duty I have to the empire.”

There was an odd twinge in Luca’s chest, even as he knew the truth of her words. As the goddess Amare had devoted herself to Opes and given him many sons, so were the women of Kelnore to do for the men who ruled the vast empire. 

“I’m sorry, Lia,” Dimitri said, giving her shoulders a gentle squeeze. 

She gave him a weak smile. “At least Regulus is hopelessly terrible at history and figures.” 

Dimitri chuckled. “I suppose at least there’s that. Come on; help me get poor Luca settled. We’ve probably overwhelmed him already.”

The three of them began walking down another one of the many paths that wound their way back through the garden, Aurelia keeping pace between Dimitri and Luca. Dimitri regaled them with various stories about the exploits that he and his eldest brother, Fabian, had gotten into in the gardens over the years as they walked, but Luca found he could only half focus on them. He was too distracted by Aurelia and the way her smile left his pulse racing. 

Don’t lose your head, he reminded himself as they strode past another fountain, this one depicting the god of night and war, Noctus. She is a princess of the Imperial House. Luca might have been invited to the palace by a prince, but that didn’t change what he was or the secrets he needed to keep. The last thing he needed was to entangle himself with one of the emperor’s daughters, no matter how alluring he found Aurelia. 

Eventually, they left the gardens behind, passing through a tall doorway into the palace itself. To Luca’s relief, it was far cooler than it had been outside. After growing up in the far north, he’d struggled with adapting to the hotter, southern climate of Lapis—and also here, in Talekos. 

Moments after they’d stepped into an expansive hallway with rows of gilded windows, a servant came and whisked Aurelia away, saying something about a fitting for a gown before the upcoming banquet. As Aurelia walked off with the servant, Dimitri’s gaze lingered on her. 

“I know she’s most often considered vulgar or strange,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Mother says Father indulged her too much when we were younger and now he’s ruined her, but…” He sighed, his lips twisting into a tight smile. “She’s my twin sister. I trust you can look the other way regarding her oddities?”

“Of course,” Luca replied, biting his tongue to keep from confessing that he hadn’t found her odd in the least. Quite the opposite; she had intrigued him. 

“Come on,” Dimitri said as he clasped Luca’s shoulder. “Once you see the rooms in the officer’s quarters in the barracks here, you might not be too keen on our accommodations out in the field ever again.”

Dimitri strode off down the hallway and Luca hurried after him, their boots clacking on the black marble floor. As they passed the countless paintings, sculptures, and intricate mosaics, each step Luca took through the opulent palace served as a reminder of the one truth he could never forget. He was no longer among commoners, his fellow soldiers, or even his family. Behind the glittering façade, there was danger lurking at the palace. He would have to tread carefully and pray to the gods that he would not become so reckless as to fall into the emperor’s disfavor. 
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There was a clear tension in Alekos’ jaw as he listened to Baron Octavious of Vindemia detail the troubles of the small but powerful city of Vindemia in the province of Lapis. And Fabian was not the only one who noticed. Beside Octavious, the Viscount of Videmia, Gavril, was watching Alekos with rapt attention, far more so than he was watching his uncle. Gavril was only three years older than Fabian at twenty-six, and he was considered young to have taken over the city after his own father’s unexpected passing, but the past hour that had been spent in one of the Imperial Palace’s many meeting chambers had reminded Fabian that while Gavril was considered untried in the eyes of many, that didn’t necessarily mean he was a fool. For the time being, Gavril was managing Vindemia under the guidance of Octavious, but by the end of the coming winter, Gavril would be ruling on his own. 

And one day, it will be me he will be taking his troubles to, not Father, Fabian thought as he shifted in his seat, the scarlet cushions on the wooden chair doing little to help ease the ache in his back after what felt like hours of sitting. One day, Alekos would pass the title of emperor to Fabian, and it was vital, not just for the survival of the empire, but for Fabian’s own life as well, to pay attention to how the emperor was expected to rule and wield his power. He needed to know how alliances were made, how favor was curried, and how the people and the nobles had to at least believe that their emperor was ready to listen to their troubles. Hence why Fabian had spent a better part of the morning acting as Alekos’ shadow while his father had gone about his never-ending correspondence and continual audiences with his nobles. 

In truth, Fabian would have far preferred to have been on the warship he had spent the last five years commanding, but his time as a captain in the Imperial Navy was soon coming to an end. He had almost served his required years in the Kelnorian military as a son of the House of Vepi, and as such, Alekos expected Fabian to begin spending more of his time involving himself in politics and in the managing of the empire. 

“The people have grown soft,” Octavious said with a stiff wave of his hand. “And this sickness has clearly shown how truly weak the constitutions of many of them are. We need more workers for the flax fields, but when we have tried to reach out to Duchess Rhiannon to request aid from Solis, she has staunchly refused to send us more workers. Not to mention how long it takes for her steward to send and receive messages from Pern Coen. It is an appalling insult, especially when one considers how much Solis has flourished over the last decade.”

Akekos’ jaw tensed even further at the mention of Rhiannon. In many ways, she was more of a sister to Alekos, even if their blood relation was that of cousins, and despite Alekos’ love for her, even he knew what an oddity she was. If Rhiannon were not living hundreds of miles away on the island of Pern Coen with her family, ruling Solis from afar, Fabian suspected that Alekos would have had more trouble from his noblemen regarding Rhiannon’s rule than he currently did. A woman ruling a duchy on her own was enough to anger any Kelnorian nobleman because the law stated that such liberties were never to be allowed. But Alekos had written in special provisions for Rhiannon decades ago, and since she was rarely seen off her island home, he had mastered the skill of keeping the noblemen’s attention away from her—for the most part. 

“I will speak with Her Grace regarding the matter,” Alekos said. “I am certain that it is merely an oversight on her part. Her Grace understands the need to keep the empire strong, as well as how vital the flax trade is. Just as I am sure Duke Lycaon understands the importance of not letting a sickness such as the one plaguing Lapis spread and take root.”

Octavious briefly averted his gaze, fidgeting with the gold rings on his fingers, and Gavril cleared his throat.

“There is also the matter of the troubles along the coast,” Gavril said. 

“And just what troubles are those?” Alekos asked. 

“Great storms,” Gavril answered. “More frequent and more severe than what many have seen in decades. Perhaps even longer. They have made it almost impossible to use Vindemia’s docks, even when we are able to round up enough workers to work in the fields, and the constant damage to the docks seems to be encouraging looting among the people.”

“I am afraid that for all my power, I have yet to master controlling the weather,” Alekos said with a light laugh. “But your concerns are noted, and as far as matters such as looting, troops can be dispatched to Vindemia to help keep the people in line. You have reached out to Duke Lycaon regarding this matter?”

“Yes,” Octavious replied, shifting some in his seat. “But he feels this problem of securing and repairing the docks is beyond what the duchy can provide on its own.”

“And yet His Grace has not reached out to me,” Alekos said, an edge coming into his tone.

“His Grace has expressed concern about requesting aid from the Imperial House,” Gavril replied. “He fears that both the Imperial Army and the Imperial Navy are stretched too thin as it is, and fears the consequences of stretching it further if soldiers are required to come in and help us reestablish law.”

Alekos’ nostrils flared before he smoothed his features. “I assure you, the Imperial Army and Navy are as strong as they have ever been. Aid will be sent to you, and as far as the matter of the workers, I will address the situation with Duchess Rhiannon and make certain that she understands the severity of the matter at hand.”

Gavril and Octavious both expressed their thanks and after a few more pleasantries, they were seen out by the Imperial Guard. The moment the door closed behind them, Alekos rubbed his temple, his shoulders taut. 

“Why would Rhiannon refuse Lycaon’s request?” Fabian asked with a shake of his head. “The empire cannot survive without the flax trade.”

The precious flax oil that the provinces of Lapis and Calidi produced was used to light the empire’s buildings and ships, as well as the peoples’ homes. It kept them fed, was used by physicians to cure their ills, and was part of the peoples’ sacrifices to the gods. 

“Rhiannon does not agree with the way that Lycaon treats his laborers,” Alekos answered with a grimace. “And she objects to many of his laws, including those that allow children to work in the fields. But the flax cannot be harvested without workers, and she will have to put aside her high ideals for the good of the empire.” He got to his feet, walking over to a small table in front of a mosaic that depicted the sun goddess, Aureum, with her white horses prancing around her. Alekos poured himself a glass of port from the decanter sitting on the table. 

“By the time you are emperor, you will not have to worry yourself with Rhiannon,” Alekos said, resuming his seat. “She will have stepped down and the duchy will pass to Regulus.”

Fabian bit the inside of his cheek to hide his grimace. He wasn’t altogether convinced that dealing with his youngest brother as Duke of Solis would be any less complicated than dealing with Rhiannon. From the time Regulus had been born, he’d been drawn to creating trouble and chaos, and age had not yet tempered him. Just the day before, he had been caught defaming statues in one of the temples inside the city. The priests had been furious, and it was only Regulus’ noble blood that had kept him from being thrown in a prison cell. 

“Let this be a lesson to you,” Alekos said, drawing Fabian out of his thoughts. “There will be times you will have to convince the noblemen to put aside their differences for the good of the empire. And that is why each of them must at least feel as if they are heard, despite how tedious such things can be.”

Fabian nodded, running a hand down his pant leg as he tried to ignore the slight quiver that had settled in his middle. He had been born to be emperor. He was the crown prince, the gods’ chosen to rule Kelnore and its people. And still, there were times when the weight of the burden he would one day bear filled him with fear and uncertainty. Would he live up to Alekos’ expectations? Or to the noblemen’s? Or even the peoples’? Would he keep the empire strong, or would he weaken it? Which is why you must show Father that you are strong, he reminded himself as he sat a little taller in his seat. And that you can be intelligent as well as shrewd.

“It seems a grave error on Lycaon’s part to say that the Imperial Army and Navy is stretched too thin,” Fabian said. “That is nothing more than a lie. And with Silvanus as the captain of the Victoris, Lycaon should be well aware that the Imperial Navy, in particular, is the strongest it has been in decades under Admiral Vulcanus.”

“I can think of many reasons for that damned man sowing such falsehoods,” Alekos said, wrinkling his nose before throwing back the last of his port. “Each of them as infuriating and concerning as the last. Though I confess, I am not certain which one concerns me more: Lycaon plotting to cause trouble or this sickness in Lapis.”

“It has not gone beyond Lapis’ borders.”

“Not yet.” Alekos sighed, rubbing his temple again. “You are young; you do not remember the last plague that swept through this empire and the chaos it brought with it. Too many died, and it did not discriminate. It took the commoners as well as those in the noble houses, including the Dowager Empress and Faustina.”

The death of the Dowager Empress, Myrhinne of Vepi, had dealt an unexpected blow to the empire, but it had been the death of Princess Faustina that had dealt the deepest of wounds to the House of Vepi. Alekos’ father, Stelios, had grieved deeply over the loss of his sister, and it had been Faustina’s death that had brought Rhiannon to live in Talekos with Alekos at the Imperial Palace. Alekos was right in that Fabian did not remember such travesties, but he had heard the stories countless time. And if Father is worried… The thought brought the quiver back to his middle again. 

“We will hope that this sickness does not continue to spread,” Alekos said. “And I will be keeping a close watch on the House of Lapis, as always. If Lycaon is causing trouble and seeking to undermine the House of Vepi, I will act swiftly.” He paused, holding Fabian’s gaze. “You must always remember: You cannot trust the House of Lapis. Theirs is the blood of the conquered, not the blood of victors. There will always be men who will believe they can rule this empire better than you can. You can never forget that.”

Fabian nodded. “Yes, Father.”

It had been through Kyveli the Conqueror that the House of Vepi had won control of the lands of Vepi and Lapis, which had soon become the seed of what would become the Kelnorian empire, but Kyveli’s victory had come at a cost. He had been forced to kill his younger brother, Kaius, who had also seen himself as the gods’ chosen emperor of Kelnore, and it had been Kaius’ widow and young daughter who had founded what had eventually become the line of Lapis. The two families had been at a tense peace of sorts for centuries, but that did not mean there were not still some in Lapis who felt the gods had not made the right choice in giving Kyveli the throne. 

“I know this has been much for you these last few months,” Alekos said, clasping Fabian on the shoulder before he got to his feet. “But I will not leave you unprepared for the throne. Come; there is still the matter of speaking with General Hesoid about the latest troop deployments in Ignis.”

Fabian rose from his seat as well and followed Alekos out of the room. As they stepped through the double doors, past the stone-faced guards, Fabian pulled back his shoulders. This was his future. He would not fail his father and he would not fail his empire, no matter what it cost him. 
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Everything in the Imperial gardens, from the food to the stone waterfall behind the tall marble dais, had been carefully crafted to create an illusion of power, and as Dimitri sat upon the dais with the rest of the Imperial family, he had to give credit to his father for once again proving his mastery at creating the exact image he wanted to project. Banquets were designed to both entertain the noblemen of Kelnore while also reminding them of their place, and Alekos never missed an opportunity to orchestrate them to his purposes. 

Rows of tables had been set out below the dais, though none of them were as extravagant as the black marble table that the Imperial family was seated at, and servants flitted back and forth from table to table. Each servant was heavily laden with food or drink—or in some cases, both—making certain that none of the guests ever had an empty plate or an empty goblet. The scarlet banners with the silver serpent and sword of the House of Vepi stitched into them, along with the wooden ceremonial swords hanging from each of the tables that filled the large clearing in the garden, illustrated that the affair was one of military triumph. It was a celebration that Kelnore’s two eldest princes had returned home to Talekos for a brief respite while also reporting on their successes out in the field. The people of Kelnore, and the noblemen, did not wish for weak men to rule them. They desired conquerors and victors who proved themselves in blood as well as in smooth words. 

The evening sun cast the gardens themselves in a brilliant gold, and a strong floral scent wafted through the air, in part thanks to the steady sea breeze that was coming in off the water. Without the breeze, the night likely would have been far too warm to be comfortable, but it seemed that the gods had smiled upon the emperor. Dimitri took a sip of wine from his ruby-encrusted gold goblet, resisting the urge to unbutton the top few buttons of his uniform. Such an action wouldn’t go unnoticed with the Imperial House on display and he would get a tongue lashing if he were to make such a grave mistake. There had been times over the last few years where he’d found himself far preferring his time in the field to his time at the palace. 

Beside him, his eldest brother, Fabian, raised his goblet and called for more wine. When a servant hurried over to fill Fabian’s goblet, Dimitri got the man to top off his as well. Their youngest sibling, Regulus, sat on the other side of Dimitri, broodily stabbing at a pile of cooked greens on his plate. The previous night, Regulus had been caught defaming the temple of Aureum, and Alekos had not been pleased. Dimitri had caught bits and pieces of the lecture that Alekos had given Regulus in the aftermath, and it had been one of Alekos’ more fury-filled ones. Judging by Regulus’ petulance that had followed, Dimitri doubted it would have any lasting effect. There was nothing Regulus loved more than chaos, and even threats from their father would not be enough to keep him from it. He would once again be back to causing trouble in the palace or in the city before long. The gods help General Hesoid when Regulus became old enough to begin his required service in the Imperial Army in a year’s time.

Aurelia and Hadriana sat on Dimitri’s right. Hadriana had been perfectly silent since the meal had begun, as was expected of all Kelnorian noblewomen, taking care to take small bites and not overindulge herself in the meal. But despite her lack of words, Dimitri had noticed her stealing glimpses at Gavril of Vindemia more than once over the course of the night. Gavril was one of the younger, less unfortunate looking, viscounts, but Hadriana would be expected to marry for strategic alliance, the same as Aurelia, and Dimitri hoped his youngest sister wasn’t setting herself up for heartbreak. It was possible that a viscount could pull enough sway to be allowed to marry a daughter of the Imperial House, but it was also possible that Gavril would never win enough favor and power to be allowed to marry a princess. 

Aurelia, too, had been quiet over the course of the meal, her expression carefully neutral, but the tension in her shoulders and the way she fidgeted with her silverware and goblet told a different story. She did not accept the silence that was expected of her; she chafed at it. She detested having to hold her tongue when in truth she was intrigued by all of the conversations going on around her. And while Dimitri had never been bothered by his twin’s desire to share her opinion or her inquisitive ways, others did not feel the same. Including Alekos. 

A loud applause broke out across the tables below the dais, and Dimitri’s gaze flitted to the five animal handlers from the Imperial menagerie who were making their way toward the gathering of nobility. As the handlers began to parade around the tables, loud gasps and cries of alarm mixed with raucous laughter. Each handler had one of Alekos’ prized wildcats on long leather leads, the dangerous beasts muzzled and their feet wrapped in pieces of thick leather to keep them from biting or clawing any of the guests. Dimitri searched the crowd for Luca, biting the inside of his cheek to hide a wince. He should have perhaps given Luca better warning regarding Alekos’ love of theatrics. Unlike his father and half-brother, Luca had hardly been to Talekos, much less spent time in the Imperial Court. 

“What are the odds, you think, that he’ll turn the beasts loose in the palace in the middle of the night tonight?” Fabian asked as he resumed eating his roasted fish. It was a delicacy that had been imported from the northern waters of the Niwl Channel. 

“You tell me,” Dimitri replied, half shrugging one shoulder. “You’re the one who spent the better part of the day meeting with him and the noblemen. How insufferable were they?” 

Fabian snorted under his breath. “I suppose no more insufferable than usual.”

“Did Gavril and Octavious bring any news regarding the sickness in Lapis?” Dimitri asked. “There’s been little but rumors of it in Triticum, but much of the talk seems to point to it being further south near Vindemia.”

“They did,” Fabian said with a slight grimace. “It seems as if there’s enough of this sickness in Vindemia that Gavril is having a difficult time getting enough workers for the flax fields. Duke Lycaon has sent word to Aunt Rhiannon on Vindemia’s behalf, asking her to send workers from Solis so that the work in Vindemia can continue as necessary, but thus far, it seems she has refused.”

Dimitri frowned. “Aunt Rhiannon knows how vital the flax trade is. Opes’ bones, we wouldn’t even be able to keep the palace lit without the oil that Lapis and Calidi produce.”

“If the workers from Solis fall ill and bring their sickness back to their homes when their time in Lapis is done, would that not pose a larger problem?” Aurelia asked.

Fabian’s shoulders tensed as he tightened his grip on his knife. Dimitri’s pulse ticked up and he stole a glance at Alekos, who thankfully seemed preoccupied with a conversation with their mother, Chloe. 

“This empire cannot function if those fields are not tended to and harvested,” Fabian said. “This is Aunt Rhiannon showing her stubbornness, nothing more.”

“But what if it is more than the flax fields in Lapis that suffer?” Aurelia said with a shake of her head. “What of the lives that could be lost?”

“Noctus’ teeth, must you ask so many damned questions, Aurelia?” Fabian massaged his temple as a brief flush crossed Aurelia’s cheeks. “None of this is your concern. And you hardly know enough to comment on a delicate situation such as this one.”

“That’s not altogether a bad question,” Dimitri said, holding up a hand. “It’s worth considering the impact of a problem such as this sickness on the empire as a whole, not just in one province.”

Fabian muttered an oath under his breath, stabbing into his fish so hard with his fork that there was an audible clink of metal. “You always stick up for her. Even when she’s forcing us all to listen to her prattle on about matters she knows nothing about.”

Dimitri stiffened, his own jaw tightening. Aurelia had never been any good at obeying the rules that were dictated to her by Alekos and the Imperial Court. She asked far more questions than any woman ever should, and she was in possession of too many opinions, but she was still his twin. She meant well, even if others couldn’t always see it. 

Another round of applause broke out below them as the wildcats were ushered back through the gardens by their handlers and a group of guards. As they disappeared from view down the winding crushed shell paths, a new bevy of servants began to walk among the tables, carrying yet another course of food, this time a game bird from the far northern island of Pern Coen. 

“A toast!” Alekos called, projecting his voice to the crowd. “For my victorious sons, who protect the shores of our empire!”

Alekos motioned for Fabian and Dimitri to stand, and as they did so, another round of applause erupted across the sea of tables. Most of the gazes in the crowd were trained on Fabian, though a few flitted to Dimitri as well. Dimitri knew his role was a minor one compared to that of Fabian, but as a second son, it was still important for the people to know that the spare was as virile and victorious as the heir, even if Dimitri would more than likely never have the title of emperor bestowed upon him. 

As he and Fabian resumed their seats, servants hurried over to them, carrying platters of roasted meat. The game birds were small but Alekos had splurged on them, purchasing enough for each attendant at the banquet to have their own bird to enjoy—save for the women, who were only given half of one. Dimitri cut into the tantalizing meat, the rich spices the cooks had roasted it with bringing out a pleasing flavor. It was also surprisingly tender and not nearly as tough as he’d feared when he’d first seen the birds’ small size.

By the time Dimitri had finished his bird, he had lost track of how many goblets of wine he’d had, but he was beginning to feel the slightly fuzzy feeling that told him it had likely been enough to get him at least a little drunk. Of course, he was not the only one feeling the effects of the wine. All around him, people had become more and more intoxicated with every drink they indulged themselves in. 

Night had fallen over the gardens, the various oil lanterns lit by servants to keep the revelry continuing. And yet as he’d watched the servants light each one, Dimitri had felt a niggling discomfort. The empire had been at peace for decades. There had been no sickness that had cost the lives of hundreds, no great wars that had stained Kelnore’s soil with blood. The empire had prospered in the peace Alekos had brought to it, and yet at the same time, it felt impossible to ignore the rumors coming out of Lapis. How quickly could that all change? Dimitri shook his head, throwing back another gulp of wine. Alekos was no fool. If there was trouble afoot, he would deal with it swiftly and decisively. 

At some point in the night, a group of musicians had joined them in the gardens, and after darkness fell, a few nobles had gotten to their feet and begun to dance. As Dimitri watched a particularly lively bit of footwork from a trio of lesser noblemen, he motioned a servant over to refill his wine goblet. The servant had just slipped away, back into the darkness, when Dimitri noticed, out of the corner of his eye, Aurelia getting to her feet. 

He followed her with his gaze as she slipped into the shadows and crept off the dais. When she reached the bottom, she began heading toward the dancers, her path not quite straight. Dimitri knew her meandering movement wasn’t because she was drunk but because she didn’t want to be seen; she was taking great care to not get too close to any of the lanterns. There had been numerous times over the years that she had slipped away toward the end of a banquet, after darkness fell and when those in attendance were too drunk to notice her absence, to go hole up somewhere else in the palace for a bit of solitude. 

“Where in the blazes does she think she’s going?” Fabian grumbled, his gaze straying to Aurelia as she skirted a group of loudly laughing noblewomen. 

“Leave her be,” Dimitri said. “It isn’t as if she hasn’t been doing this our whole lives. You know how miserable these nights are for her. She doesn’t care for them.”

Fabian snorted before throwing back more wine. “They’d be less miserable for her if she’d learn to hold her tongue and stop asking so many damned questions.”

Dimitri bit the inside of his cheek to hold in his retort. There was little point in arguing with Fabian over Aurelia. Fabian believed what Alekos and the rest of the noblemen did, that she was ruined thanks to the education that Alekos had foolishly provided for her when they had been children. At least she got away tonight, he reminded himself. And hopefully no one will notice her absence. 

After he finished his drink, Dimitri got to his feet and made his own way down the dais to join the dancing. While he didn’t blame Aurelia for her desire to slip away from the crowd, he was ready to embrace the night of revelry after the last few months of traveling up and down the empire’s western coast. He had enjoyed his time in the Imperial Army as a captain, and had found purpose in keeping Kelnore’s people safe, but even he felt the desire to shake off the weight of the responsibility of such a position every now and then. Not that you’ll have that responsibility much longer. The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth. 

At twenty-two, he was four years into his required seven years of service, and in another three years, he would be expected to step away from the Imperial Army and into his future role as Duke of Calidi. In truth, he was dreading the day that future arrived. His role as captain felt as if it mattered not only to the empire, but to the people as well. What good could he do as a duke? He would be expected to mold himself into yet another one of Alekos’ backstabbing sycophants, spending most of his time dealing with the petty games of court when he’d rather be out defending the empire. But Alekos would never allow him to remain as a soldier. Each son of the Imperial House was granted seven years. No more, no less. Exceptions were not made, not even for a prince. 

He rolled his shoulders as he approached a group of young noblewomen in the interest of requesting a dance with one of them. His future as duke would come, whether he wished it or not. There was no sense in dwelling on it when he could instead allow himself to get caught up in a night full of wine, laughter, and beautiful women. 








  
  

Chapter 4

[image: ]




Aurelia still felt the sting of Fabian’s words as she slipped into the small room hidden away in the back of the Imperial Archives. It had been far from the first time in her twenty-two years that she had been lectured for asking too many questions and being unable to hold her tongue, but still, it seemed, she would never learn. 

The usual cushioned chair had been shoved underneath the table, and, with a sigh, she pulled it out and sank down onto it. Thank the gods that no one had seen her slip away. She should have plastered a smile on her face like Hadriana and remained at the banquet, but after Fabian’s stern reprimand, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do so. At least Dimitri is home, she thought as she began sorting through the leatherbound books that had been carefully stacked on the table. Dimitri had never made her feel odd or inadequate, and she had sorely missed his presence at the palace over the last few years. 

She finally settled on one of the books, cracking it open before getting comfortable in her chair. The silence of the room enveloped her, easing some of the tension in her shoulders, and the candles positioned around the room cast long shadows on the book as she began to read. If it weren’t for the palace’s head archivist, Drusus, being willing to look the other way as far as her obsession with reading and learning were concerned, she would never have been able to hide away in the archives’ private meeting chambers, reading to her heart’s content. 

When she had been younger, Alekos had been of the belief that perhaps the most rudimentary of educations could not harm his daughter—until the noblemen’s outrage had swayed his opinion on the matter. Aurelia was a woman, not a man, and as such, she had no business being involved in what was considered a man’s pursuit. 

But the damage had already been done. Aurelia had fallen in love with reading and learning, and despite knowing how damaging such things were to her reputation, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from seeking out opportunities to broaden her knowledge whenever she could—including sneaking away from banquets and slipping into the archives in the late night hours to get her hands on the hundreds of books that filled its walls. And while she couldn’t stroll into the archives themselves to find what she wished to read—lest word get back to Alekos that she was undermining his continual hard work to keep her image favorable to the nobility and the people—Drusus had been willing to keep a small stash of books in this meeting chamber for her to enjoy. 

The wax slowly dripped from the candles as she read and she was so absorbed in the book that discussed the origins of the great Kyveli the Conqueror that she almost jumped out of her seat when she heard the rattle as the doorknob turned. Her heart raced and she brought a hand to her chest. Drusus had never once betrayed her secret, but there was no denying that someone was intent on entering the room. She glanced at the books on the table, grabbing a few of them up, but there was no time to hide them. The door was pushed open and to her utter surprise, Dimitri’s friend, Lucanus, stepped inside, carrying his own small stack of books. He blinked rapidly as he stared at her, pausing in the doorway. 

“My apologies, Your Highness,” he said, ducking his chin and dropping into a quick bow. “I wasn’t aware this room was taken. I’ll find somewhere else.”

He took a few steps back and she hesitated, gripping the arm of her chair. She should have told him to leave—there was already too much of a chance of him telling someone that he’d seen her—but something about him had intrigued her since she had first met him in the gardens. Where others would have likely run to Alekos upon seeing her doing Regulus’ lessons for him, eager for the opportunity to ingratiate themselves with their emperor, Lucanus hadn’t. He had instead kept her secret. It had been refreshing, even if she didn’t fully understand the reason for it.

“You don’t have to go somewhere else,” she said. “That is, if you don’t want to. So long as you don’t tell anyone you saw me here. There’s enough room for two.” 

His gaze darted between her and the empty chair, a brief silence stretching between them before a hint of a smile tugged at his lips. “Your secret is safe with me, Your Highness.” 

Lucanus settled in his chair and began to read. It seemed an odd pastime for a soldier, but he looked perfectly content. Despite trying to keep her focus solely on her book, Aurelia couldn’t stop herself from stealing a few glances at him every now and then. He wore a simple cream-colored shirt, and his dark grey pants were tucked into his army-issue tall leather boots. It was far plainer attire than what the members of the Imperial Court wore, but it suited him. His blond hair had been pulled into a tail at the nape of his neck, though a few strands of it had come loose, falling over his brow and giving him an almost rakish look.

Before long, Aurelia reached the end of her book. She closed it with a satisfied smile. She returned it to the stack and went to pick up the next leather-bound volume but frowned when she opened it. It began almost two hundred years after the last book she’d finished. She checked the spine, sighing when she realized she was missing a volume from the collection. She’d have to move onto something else.  

“Is something wrong?” Luca asked. 

Aurelia glanced over at him. He’d looked up from his own book and was studying her with a slight furrow in his brow.

“Missing a volume, that’s all,” she replied, lightly shrugging one shoulder. “I’ll just have to wait until Drusus can fetch it for me.”

The furrow in his brow deepened. “Is this… not something you cam get for yourself?”

A sour taste filled her mouth as a hint of annoyance took root. “Must I remind you that I’m a woman? According to the law, I shouldn’t even be in this place. Much less with a book in my hands.” The words slipped out before she could stop them and she felt her cheeks begin to flush as her heart pounded all over again. By the seas, would she never learn to control her tongue? How many more messes would Alekos and her brothers have to get her out of for not thinking before she spoke? 

“Forgive me,” she said, clearing her throat. “That was spoken out of turn.”

She pulled another book out from the stack, taking a few deep breaths as she began to read again. A few moments later, Luca got to his feet. 

“I’ll be right back,” he said, picking up one of the books he’d brought in and leaving the rest. 

She nodded, trying to ignore the unsettled feeling in the pit of her stomach as he walked to the door. Dimitri’s friend or not, she hardly knew him. Had she been a fool to trust him with her secret? As he grasped the door handle, she turned in her chair, her palms sweaty.

“You won’t tell anyone?” she said. “That you saw me in here?”

“I meant it when I said your secret is safe with me,” he replied, his expression softening. He took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly before continuing. “I do not mean to speak out of turn myself, but in the north, there are those who do not hold to such strict rules regarding women and learning.”

“And are you one of them?” she asked, her breath catching. 

“I am,” he answered, holding her gaze before giving a polite incline of his head and stepping through the door.

Her heart raced again as he shut it behind him. Alekos’ lecture about Luca being an unsuitable and dangerous man was still fresh in her thoughts, but truly, what was so unsuitable and dangerous about him? Other than perhaps he didn’t agree with all of the empire’s laws. When the door opened again, some of the tension in her shoulders eased as Luca stepped back into the room. He carried two books in his arms, including one very large one that looked suspiciously like one of the volumes of history she had been reading. 

“Here,” he said, handing her the larger of the books. “I hope it’s the right one.”

“Thank you,” she softly said, running her thumb over the words that had been stamped into the cover. “It is.” 

“If you want anything else,” he said, resuming his seat, “I’m happy to walk out and get it for you while I’m here.”

“Thank you,” she told him, trying to ignore the flutter in her chest. 

They resumed reading in companionable silence, but despite the book in front of her, her gaze and thoughts kept drifting to Luca. The last thing she needed to do was to be entertaining thoughts of him. One day, she would need to marry into a powerful alliance that would secure the future of the empire, and she could not do that if she was considered tarnished in the eyes of the nobility. And yet, she couldn’t deny the growing draw she felt toward the handsome stranger from the north on the other side of the table. You will have this moment, she told herself, firmly fixing her gaze back on her book. And nothing more. Her future had already been decided, and a man like Luca was not part of it.
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