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Part One






Emery













CHAPTER ONE










LIFE SEEMED TO always work out in my favor. The moment I was born, I pretty much won the lottery in life. I was born under the banner of the Ursus family, one of the main three families of the Loren Empire that wasn’t the Loren family itself. Ursus, being considered the right hand of the imperial family, were often called upon by the imperial family to serve in various parts of their court or council to simply provide advice and direction, especially in times of war, since Ursus was known for its military prowess. Not only that, but I was the eldest son of the head of the family, with my father’s lesser title of Count. My father was none other than Broderick Ursus, former captain of the imperial guard, and Duke of Ursus. So, not only was I guaranteed to inherit the duchy, I would more than likely receive backing from the imperial family, and, as a man, I’d be able to pick my spouse, within reason, and then have the freedom to do as I pleased even after marriage.


There was only one problem.


I was attracted to men. I, of course, didn’t have a problem with it, but my father certainly did. He and I both came to this realization on my sixteenth birthday when I was caught kissing a stable hand when I should have been attending my own birthday party. Unfortunately for my father, he had already announced my place as his heir, and to take that back now would be a smudge on the great and noble name of house Ursus. So, I was sworn to silence about my sexual preferences, my lovely stable hand was reassigned to the outskirts of the duchy, and my father assured me:


“When the time comes, Emery, I will arrange a marriage for you, and I expect you to produce an heir.”


In exchange, he allowed me free rein to do as I pleased during the night, which I took full advantage of. Before I came of age, I spent every night in the training grounds, where I enjoyed meeting and playing with some of the knights-in-training. Then, when I came of age, I’d spend my evenings in the city where I could meet and bed any number of men. It was only made easier by the gift I had been given of my wonderful genetics.


Despite having a younger sister, I was known as the Rose of Ursus, much to my father’s dismay. I didn’t have a single attribute from house Ursus, unlike my second brother Kane who was a beast of a man, known as the Mountain of Ursus, and was openly recognized as the preferred son of the duke. He had every distinguishing feature of the Ursus name with unruly brown hair, deep green eyes, with a pronounced brow, muscular cheeks and jaw, a neck the width of his head, and a body that was so thick and hard he could hardly fit through a door frame without turning sideways. He hardly needed any training in swordplay as his brute strength was enough to overpower any foe, but he was also well-versed in all manner of weaponry.


Meanwhile, there was me. I had taken after my mother’s house, the second most powerful family in Loren, the Alstone family from the Alstone Duchy. They were known for their beauty, wealth, and scholarly pursuits, and often served under the imperial family as their financial advisers, treasurers, and the like. Beyond that, the heads of the family always had the same features. Soft and often feminine features that complimented naturally thin and delicate frames. With silver eyes and black hair, they stood out effortlessly among the other noble houses at any balls or galas. Unfortunately for anyone who wanted to lay eyes on them, they were rather reclusive and would often forgo public gatherings.


The only reason my father had even met my mother was that she had been at the imperial capital, sharing a report with the emperor on the finances of the empire, when Broderick had stormed into the meeting. Having only ever seen the men of the Alstone family, Broderick was entranced by her and asked for her hand before the emperor, or so the story was told to me. The emperor was all too happy to approve the marriage between the two houses. So, my mother was delegated from a high-ranking position in the Alstone family to an Ursus wife, which entailed birthing children and not much else.


While she quietly performed her duties as a wife, she rebelled as much as she could as a mother. When she was meant to be raising me, she instead spent her time reading and writing, occasionally peppering me with the knowledge of Alstone and her homeland, much to my father’s frustration. I didn’t hate my mother. My father was an unhappy man and, in turn, made her an unhappy woman, and there wasn’t much she could do as a married woman in the Loren empire, even as one from a noble house. Her greatest victory against the Ursus household, she said, was giving birth to me, an Alstone through and through, which only proved truer and truer as I aged.


I was the only living child my mother had before her death during childbirth in my early teens. Broderick never remarried, but he had plenty of lovers and, in turn, plenty of bastard children. He would take in and legitimize all the sons and the occasional daughter if they were beautiful enough to wed off, which amounted to me having officially thirteen brothers and a single unwed sister for the time being. There was no telling how many other unofficial siblings I had out there, not that I cared as the official heir. My place had already long been set in stone from the moment it was announced I was to be born.


My future was only going to become all the more fruitful, though, as my father called me to his study. Rumors had been flying around about my impending betrothal. I hadn’t been courting anyone, so there was suspicion that I would have a swift arranged marriage sometime soon, and even I was beginning to believe them. As heir to the Ursus duchy, my bride would have to be someone of substantial standing, maybe an Allard or Alstone, or even a distant relative of the Lorens. It didn’t really matter to me what she looked like. I could only hope she was sweet and witty, plus someone I could grow to be fast friends with. I hoped she might be someone with a taste for pleasure, too, and perhaps we could both enjoy the company of others while putting on a pleasant front.


While I had promised my father an heir, I had never once been aroused by a woman. I certainly found them beautiful and alluring, but it was a platonic admiration and nothing more. If my future wife were to take a lover, which I hoped she did, I would more than happily raise their children as my own for my own selfish sake and as my thanks to her for maintaining the dignity of Ursus. If my wife didn’t want another lover, it was an unfortunate truth that I would have to have help in the bedroom. My poor wife would have to witness her husband being plowed while he was inside of her. I was already sending out my silent apologies to the poor woman when I made my way into my father’s study.


Broderick Ursus was an imposing man, even in his growing age. Unlike my brother Kane, he was at least somewhat handsome, which made me wonder what Kane’s mother could have looked like to result in such a creature as him. He had a strong jaw and brow, and his face was always screwed up into a scowl. His brown hair was slicked back on his head, and his sideburns were a deep gray. He was wearing his usual military garb, which pretty much all Ursus fashion consisted of in the standard verdant green to match his eyes. He was wearing a silver pair of glasses perched at the end of his nose as he read over whatever document was splayed across his desk.


Without even looking up, he beckoned me forward:


“Emery, sit.”


“Yes, Your Grace.”


I did my best to stride into the room with confidence, but the moment father’s eyes flickered up to watch me, I tripped. Thankfully, I didn’t fall, but the trip was enough to elicit a disappointed sigh. Swallowing back as much embarrassment as possible, I scuttled up to his desk and took a seat in front of him.


“I’m sure you’ve already heard, but I’ve finally received approval for your marriage. Your bride has agreed and submitted a portrait for your approval, not that you have a choice.”


I bobbed my head, holding my hands out for said portrait. Father’s eyes fell on my open hands, and he scowled.


“Must you wear those gloves? I allowed the addition of the cape to your uniform, but the gloves...”


I beamed, turning my hands over and fanning them out so the black leather flattened out and accentuated the thin length of my fingers. They matched the black cape I had added to the left shoulder of my uniform, which was gray instead of the standard Ursus green. Obsidian buttons lined the closure on the left side of the jacket, the cuffs, and the closure of the pants. The linings and appliqués were also black, which matched my Alstone features much to my satisfaction.


“But, Your Grace, they make me look distinguished, don’t they? You’ve always said my hands were too feminine, anyway. I think the gloves hide that rather well, don’t you?”


His eyes rolled just before he studied the remainder of my uniform. His gaze lit upon the right breast side of my chest, causing his lips to furl up into a grimace. His thick brown eyebrows knit together, too.


“I allowed you to keep that pendant to honor the woman who birthed you, but wearing it is a bit much.”


My body reflexively stiffened. I had forgotten I was wearing my mother’s pendant from Alstone, something she wasn’t permitted to wear after marrying into the Ursus family. I didn’t necessarily wear it for her but for a lineage I knew very little about. Though I heard every day that I was more Alstone than Ursus, inside, I felt like neither. I didn’t fit in with the Ursus because of my looks, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t fit in with the Alstones either.


Even so, I felt drawn to this unknown family, so I wore my mother’s Alstone pendant, a diamond doe head. If I had been born in Alstone, I would have had my own pendant, a buck’s head. I wondered if my father would be more comfortable with a buck’s head since Ursus was so hung up on these ideals of male and female, masculine and feminine, or if he would hate it regardless, as it was confirmation that I was more Alstone than Ursus, even though I had never stepped foot in that land my entire life.


My hand reflexively reached for the pendant, fiddling with the smooth facets. Father’s eyes were trained on it as if he expected me to take it off, but my hand fell away to rest in my lap again. He shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose as he opened the drawer beneath his desk. Shuffling through a stack of papers, he pulled out a thick piece of parchment and passed it into my hands. The moment my eyes lit upon the woman drawn there, I recognized her immediately.


Spluttering, with my hands shaking, I stared at my betrothed’s face.


“Imperial Princess Hermine? She agreed to marry me?”


Broderick bobbed his head, crossing his arms against his chest.


“Yes. The imperial princess agreed, and Charles was pleased with the offer, as well. His only requirement is that you live in the imperial capital for six months before the marriage so he can ensure Imperial Princess Hermine is pleased with the arrangement.”


It wasn’t unusual to hear the emperor’s name come from my father’s mouth, just as easily as he mused about the weather. The only people who had permission to use his name so plainly had been his parents, his siblings, and his wife, of which he had none now. Even the emperor’s own children had to refer to him as ‘Your Imperial Majesty,’ showing fealty to him as his own flesh and blood. The fact that my father felt perfectly fine using it like this made it clear how close they were. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


But at this moment, I appreciated the closeness, as I doubted I would have such an opportunity otherwise.


That meant I would get to live in the imperial capital for at least six months. I had been there a number of times, but always for a single day under the watchful eye of my father, who would never let me off to do as I pleased with the imperial family so nearby. Even so, I had plenty of time to take in the sights. Imperial imperial capital men were like no other. I was often surrounded by beefy, rough and tumble, muscular men in the Ursus duchy, which were fine, but the men in the imperial capital were distinguished, handsome, and often times beautiful. This would be the best chance to enjoy such delicacies.


I did my best not to expose my mounting excitement as I nodded in agreement and passed the portrait back to my father.


“I’ve already written our acceptance to the arrangement. I expect you to be on your best behavior with Imperial Princess Hermine and the imperial family. His Imperial Highness, the second prince Gideon, will be her escort to ensure nothing unsavory occurs, though I have a feeling I won’t have to worry about that.”


I couldn’t hold back from rolling my eyes. Thankfully, father wasn’t looking at me, returning back to whatever work he had been doing before I arrived. If he had seen my insolent behavior, I would have no doubt received a throttling. Not wanting to push my luck, I thanked father and stood up. Before I could begin heading out, he called out behind me.


“Pack up everything you wish to bring with you. You’ll make your way to the imperial capital in three days’ time.”


With my back turned away from him, I found myself grinning so wide that it hurt my face. Three days couldn’t come soon enough.






THREE DAYS WENT by achingly slow, but once they had passed by, the journey to the imperial capital was even more painful. We spent as much time as possible in the carriage and on the road, so I spent most of my time lazing across the carriage seats. Every once in a while, we would pass through a town, but otherwise, it would mostly be forest. My brother Kane was coming along as my escort to also prevent any unsavory deeds, but it was more of a formality than anything. He was too big to ride in a carriage, so he rode alongside our procession. Though, he was so large, that standard horses couldn’t manage his weight, so father had acquired a special, much larger breed just for him.


It was quite a sight, a giant man atop his equally giant steed. I couldn’t imagine seeing that coming at me across a battlefield. I was sometimes jealous of Kane simply because he clearly embodied everything father wanted in his heir and son. It probably wouldn’t have been so bad had I had a sibling or if my mother had lived into my adulthood. At least then, someone might have been on my side. As it was now, I was just surrounded by a bunch of green-eyed monsters.


If I had to choose, though, I much preferred my looks to Kane’s. There was a reason I was known as the Rose of Ursus. Even my poor sister, the only one I knew of anyway, had the misfortune of hailing from the Ursus line. She had that same unruly brown hair and was at least six feet tall, if not taller. She was very pretty, at least, with her own soft features and stunning emerald-colored eyes, but even she couldn’t be considered the rose against an Alstone. I once again sent my thanks to my mother, wherever she had ended up.


Finally, after three more days, we entered the imperial capital. We cut straight through, and though we had a decently sized procession, we hardly drew any attention. If anything, Kane drew more eyes than the Ursus carriage did, and that was just from the massive size of him and the horse. All of the citizens continued milling about as if nothing was amiss, which wasn’t surprising. The number of delegates and nobles who came into the imperial capital to see the imperial family or attend an event was fairly high and probably equally as routine. As I peered out at the city, I caught the eye of the occasional citizen, but otherwise, no one paid me much mind, which was comforting in its own way.


It meant we could take our time weaving through the large city streets, and I could pick out the various hot spots I would be sneaking out to later in the evening. The buildings were all white to match the imperial palace at the city center. Closest to the main street, where we were cutting through, there were various shops, boutiques, and restaurants to form a shopping district. Just on the other side, behind all the hustle and bustle, was the crowded residential district. The buildings closest to the shops were nice and pristine with their white walls and black arched roofs, but even from the carriage, I could see the start of the poorer areas with their rundown and dirty buildings, patched roofs, and broken windows.


Somewhere mixed in, there were markets, innocent, pop-up markets with homegrown produce and homemade crafts, but there were also darker markets hidden in the alleys where drugs and contraband were traded just as easily as a tomato or knitted bag nearby. The darkness intrigued me, not necessarily because I wanted to participate but for the thrill. There had been a dark side to Ursus, just as there probably was in every city, but it was limited to prostitution, arms deals, and the occasional stolen good. It was small stuff compared to what could be found on the streets of the imperial capital city.


I couldn’t hold back the mounting excitement bubbling in my chest as I imagined everything there was to be found in this city.


After only a few short hours meandering through the city streets and admiring all the sights, we had made it to the imperial inner gate, which surrounded the imperial estate. Two guards spoke to our procession’s guards; they passed what appeared to be documents back and forth before the imperial guards called out, and the gates creaked open. Only then was I given a full, uninhibited view of the gardens. The flowers were often changed out to honor visitors, celebrate certain events, or at least represent the three head families of the empire.


To my surprise, rather than something plain and green to represent the Ursus family, the flower beds that spanned the entirety of the garden were filled with silver Scheherazade lilies paired with green accents and silver artemisia. While there was greenery to represent Ursus, the majority was silver or gray with touches of red within the petals of the flowers. The overwhelming majority was in honor of the Alstones, and if Kane had given a single rat’s ass about flowers, he might have been boiling with rage. Thankfully, he was too busy admiring the other flowers, the women, tending to the garden beds, or walking across the gardens to reach the outer buildings. I was supposed to be an Ursus, not an Alstone, but it was clear by the display in the gardens that the imperial family clearly felt otherwise.


I couldn’t help smiling as I admired the variety of silver and gray. I truly did feel welcomed.













CHAPTER TWO










THINGS COULD ONLY improve as our carriage pulled up to the palace entrance, and standing there was none other than the second prince himself.


He was tall, towering over even the guards that stood behind him on either side. I couldn’t help my heart skipping a beat as our eyes met.


Gideon encapsulated exactly how I fantasized all imperial capital men to look. His black hair fell over his forehead in thick chunks while it was shaved down along the sides, his red eyes were bright and piercing, and he was dressed in the imperial family jacket and pants, gray with white accents. Each child of the imperial family had a unique pin on their clothing to help distinguish them, and in Gideon’s case, his was a ruby pin at the collar, but what was more unique to me were the black leather gloves he wore, which seemed to be the exact pair I wore.


He held one gloved hand out to me while the other rested on the hilt of the dagger hanging from his waist, which had a ruby inlaid on the butt, matching both his eyes and his pin. It was probably custom-made for him, much like everything else he wore. He seemed like a man who enjoyed making himself look nice, and I could appreciate that. I did my best to steady my heart as I took his hand in my own.


“Welcome to the imperial capital, Emery. Congratulations on your engagement. I suppose I should call you brother from here on out.”


My heart slowed almost instantly. How unfortunate that I would never be able to try and seduce Gideon since he would soon be my brother-in-law. I could only hope I’d be able to find a similar man out in the wilds of the imperial capital nightlife, but I highly doubted anyone would be able to rival the second imperial son. I tried to comfort myself as I reasoned that I could at least admire him from afar, but as his lips turned up into a soft smile, I determined such an arrangement was nowhere near enough for me.


Thankfully, before I could sink any further into my lustful delusions, a sprightly voice chimed out from the palace entrance. Gideon turned to the side to look back, which revealed none other than my fiancée herself, Imperial Princess Hermine. Unlike Gideon, who was Allard through and through with his raven hair and ruby eyes, Hermine was entirely Loren. Her eyes were large pools of blue, and golden ringlets framed her face while the remainder of her locks spilled over her shoulders and down her back. Her gown was gray, which might have been plain and boring if not for the shimmering aquamarine jewels that clung to the bosom of her bodice, and rather than regular sleeves and sleeve caps, the jewels continued up over a sheer fabric onto her shoulders and down to her wrists. Her skirt was equally as embellished, but the bodice and sleeves were certainly the stars of the show.


I was just growing sick with jealousy when Gideon’s elbow stabbed into my side. I was just about to curse when I realized why he had done so. My gaze flickered up to meet Hermine’s, only to find her cheeks flush and an alluring smile gracing her lips. For anyone who didn’t know me, they would have assumed I was staring at her ample cleavage, and, of course, no one here really knew me. I was tempted to explain that I preferred balls to boobs, and I was just jealous of the outfit, but then Kane sidled up to my side.


“Imperial Princess Hermine. You look stunning.”


He was grinning from ear to ear. It might have been the first time I ever saw him smile outside of the battlefield, but even then, it was more of a sneer than a smile. This looked like a genuine beaming of joy, and it was directed toward the one and only Hermine, my fiancée. Hermine paid him no mind as she stepped up to me, holding her clasped hands to her chest.


“Count Emery, I’ve been so excited to meet you. You’re just as beautiful as your portrait.”


I did my best to wear a warm expression as she spoke, holding a hand out, which she took with much more enthusiasm than I think she intended to betray. I was supposed to be the one to grasp her hand and hold it to my lips as I bowed as a greeting, but before I could do a thing, her nails dug into the wrist of my glove, and she thrust her held hand up into my face with mine limply hanging onto hers.


I gave Gideon a side glance, hoping he was just as perturbed by this display as I was, but he was staring off into the distance, squinting as if he was studying something on the palace walls. What an asshole, leaving me to deal with this. With a sigh, I swallowed back my annoyance, grasped her hand as I should, and pressed my lips to her knuckles, meeting her eyes as my lips met her skin.


“The pleasure is all mine, Your Imperial Highness. In your case, the portrait did a poor job of capturing your beauty. You are truly a sight to behold in person.”


Hermine giggled, batting her large dark eyelashes. Just one more thing to add to the list of things I was jealous of. It was clear from how she was acting that she fully intended to marry me and start some kind of romance. She didn’t seem like the type to be interested in a sham marriage while we each had our separate love lives, much to my chagrin.


I was already trying to determine the best method of bringing up my inability to perform in the bedroom without a cock other than my own present when Gideon cleared his throat.


“I think Count Emery is probably tired from his journey. We should show him to his quarters to rest before we take dinner with His Imperial Majesty.”


Hermine frowned up at Gideon but said nothing more, hesitant to release my hand even as I released hers. Once she did, I took a moment to check my glove to find perfectly embossed nail prints in the leather. I couldn’t help but take this as a dark omen, even as my eyes followed Gideon’s broad back as he guided us into the palace, and I marveled at the sight. All the while, Hermine walked ahead of us, positively skipping. On the other hand, Kane continued to occupy my side, his dark aura drowning me from above.






DESPITE THE FACT that Kane and I were both officially recognized children of the main Ursus branch because I was born legitimate and Kane was legitimized outside of the official marriage, he was relegated to the servant quarters with the rest of my procession. I, on the other hand, was given a guest suite within Gideon’s wing since he was serving as my and Hermine’s escort for the duration of my stay.


It was more luxurious than the room I had at home as the heir to the Ursus family. The guest room has its own sitting room attached to the bedroom, and the bed was large enough for three people to lay in and still have room to roll around. I couldn’t help but imagine the many men I could probably fit in there alongside me. Gideon, of course, was in that pile, but once I pictured him there, any other I imagined just looked pitiful in comparison.


I couldn’t help but sigh as I came to terms with the fact that I would never bed Gideon in this lifetime.


The clock on the bedroom wall beside the bed chimed, indicating it was near dinnertime. I needed to change my clothes for dinner, but the thought of taking the time to do so was agonizing, especially when I knew already that my luggage was packed full of the green I loathed so much. I got to wear my own custom uniform to meet with Gideon and the like, but father had ensured that I would represent Ursus in all its verdant glory with every other green ensemble that I had. Imagining anyone seeing me in that garb made me nauseous, and I was half-tempted to just go out in my uniform, but if it ever got back to my father that I didn’t follow decorum, I wouldn’t probably be lucky enough to live another day, much less go back home.


So, as unenthusiastically as I possibly could, I opened my luggage to reveal a world of green. I blanched but refrained from gagging as I pulled out the first piece: the green dinner jacket with black buttons. Thankfully, the undershirt was white, and the pants were black, so it was less offensive than some of the other, greener attire, but it still wasn’t my favorite. Still, I begrudgingly put the ensemble on, and as soon as I was finishing up the last button of the dinner jacket, a bell rang from the sitting room.


I poked my head out to find Gideon standing in the doorway, a bell in hand, until he saw me. Then, he set it back down on the table.


I didn’t want to step out right now. I had anticipated a servant of some kind to come and escort me, sparing me from being seen in the Ursus green attire for a while longer. I hadn’t expected the object of my lustful desires to be the one to see me in them first. I screamed internally but did everything I could to remain calm and collected as I stepped out into the sitting room, where Gideon could take in the entire ensemble.


His eyes met mine first, stunning me with their bloody intensity. Then, they flickered down to my outfit, scanning me up and down. When he met my gaze again, the left corner of his mouth twitched up into a slight smile.


“I had anticipated something much more exciting from you, having seen what you traveled in. I have to say, black, white, and gray really suit you.”


I couldn’t help chuckling as I did a small, tight spin to show the rest of the ensemble.


“Not the green, though? I might be the only Ursus in the duchy that looks so horrid in our family color.”


“Family color? I thought you were an Alstone.”


That gave me some pause. While it was true that I was an Alstone, in reality, I was there to represent Ursus. I was once again reminded of the gardens at the front of the imperial palace, decorated exclusively in silver and white, which aligned with Alstone or Allard much more closely than they ever would with Ursus. If they had been able to import a black flower of some kind, it would have been unmistakable that they were representing my Alstone heritage over my Ursus.


This was a subtle but effective way of welcoming me without welcoming the Ursus side, and by the fact that Gideon was smirking, I had my suspicions that this was intentional. Before I could even begin to question it, though, Gideon turned as if to leave the room. But with his hand on the knob, he peered back at me.


“I heard you prefer the Alstone colors. I figured you would enjoy the gardens, as well.”


With that, he opened the door and stepped out into the hall, where servants were scurrying about to the nearby quarters, cleaning them up while everyone was in the dining room. Gideon stood there among them all, holding the door open as he met my gaze, smiling so brightly his eyes cinched shut.


“You look wonderful in green, but the Alstone colors do suit you best. Come, let’s feed you, Count Emery Ursus.”


Even as he said my name, there was a moment between the first name and the surname where he paused as if he might be trying to decide what to call me. In the end, I was Emery Ursus. However, as we made our way out of the quarters toward the dining area, talking about nothing in particular, I couldn’t help imagining what the name Emery Alstone might sound like coming from his mouth.


I could hardly hear him speak over the sound of my heart pounding in my chest.






THE DINNER WAS extravagant, to say the least, with three large game birds seasoned and cooked with a variety of sides made up of potatoes, rice, carrots, and more greenery. Mountains of food lined the center of the table alongside gaudy gold candelabra and a gray table runner. The table itself was a single piece of oak, the lacquer on top shimmering with its constant buffing, and the fifty chairs lining either side were the same color as the runner with golden accents. The gold and gray weren’t my favorite combination, and I couldn’t help imagining what decorative changes I would make if ever given the opportunity to run the palace. Not that that would ever be a possibility if I couldn’t seduce the crown prince.


Plus, why would I seduce the crown prince when the second was much more my type? Not to say he wasn’t attractive, too. With the emperor as a father, it was impossible for the children not to be gorgeous. He wasn’t seated yet, nor would he be for the next few minutes, I was sure. The emperor could never be the first at the table because his dining partners had to stand and welcome him and his chosen empress into the dining hall. If his empress was still alive, she would come in along with him, taking their seats at the head of the table so they could look over their subjects eating with them.


I would be lying if I said I wasn’t burning with anticipation for the old man emperor.


Of all of his children, the one who looked the most like him was the crown prince Dyaus. He had slick blond hair, pushed off his forehead and away from his face, down to the nape of his neck. His eyes were the same ruby red as Gideon’s but were wide and deep like Hermine’s and presumably their mother’s. His nose was perfectly straight, lips thin and hard, and he had a prominent Adam’s apple that I just wanted to bite.


It was too bad my hulking brother was seated directly next to him, extinguishing almost all of my lustful imaginings. Well, almost.


The gray Loren uniform really suited Dyaus, along with the aquamarine stone on his collar and probably similarly embedded in the hilt of his own personal dagger. He was cute, but he looked far too young and innocent despite being the eldest of the three. Gideon, on the other hand, looked like a mature man through and through. It was the angular turn at the corners of his eyes and the way he held his shoulders, even when he was sitting down. He always looked like he expected all eyes to be on him, and as a result, they were.


Yeah, why would I ever go for the crown prince when I could have Gideon? Not that I could have either, in reality. Still, it was fun to imagine it.


I couldn’t let my imagination run too wild, though, as my bride-to-be sat beside me, coyly brushing her hand against mine as she pretended to adjust the skirt of her gown. This one wasn’t nearly as impressive as the one she had met me in, all gray with silver accents all over. The only touch of color she had was the aquamarine pendant hanging from her neck and the blue diamond ornament pinning her curls up on top of her head. She was beautiful in it, even if it was boring, but otherwise, I felt nothing.


Well, maybe some guilt that she would be stuck with me as her husband, but otherwise, not much else. I was perhaps jealous that she had so much more in terms of colors and fabrics to work with as an Imperial Princess of Loren. Still, I met her gaze and smiled, only to glance above her head to meet Gideon’s. Though he was smiling, he motioned toward my hand, casually pressed to hers due to how close our chairs were. I cleared my throat, tucking my hands into my lap, which drew out a disappointed sigh from my bride.


When I met Gideon’s gaze again, I found a glint there that hadn’t been present before. He looked surprised, or maybe even suspicious, his dark brows knitting together and wrinkling his forehead. I couldn’t even begin to fathom what was going through his mind. I desperately wanted to know, but before I could even get a word out, the doors to the dining hall opened, and in strode the emperor himself, His Imperial Majesty Charles Loren. We all stood, some of us more dignified than others, as Kane kneed the table, sending all of the glassware loudly thumping around on the table. All I could do was suck in my lips to keep myself from laughing.


His Imperial Majesty stood by his seat, motioning for all of us to sit down before he then took his own seat next to the empty seat of the empress.


“Welcome all. Apologies for being late. Emery Ursus, I trust your accommodations are acceptable?”


I nearly choked, realizing the emperor was addressing me directly. Usually, if I was ever in the presence of the emperor, I was a silent figurehead while my father did all the talking. To now be the one being addressed sent me reeling.


“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. You’re very generous.”


The emperor laughed, his face alive with wrinkles.


“What a difference it is to have a beautiful Ursus in my presence. You’re more Alstone than anything. I’m sure your father is furious about that.”


To say he was furious was putting it lightly. I would have rather he be angry and throw things around like an Ursus was apt to do. Instead, he was reserved. It was like he had resigned himself to the fact that his one and only heir was as far from the Ursus ideal as he could possibly be. Still, I smiled and ducked my head.


“He does often comment on how much I look like my mother.”


The emperor stroked his mustache, peering off into the air as he reached back into the recesses of his mind.


“Ah, yes. Your mother. She was quite the beauty. It’s a shame she caught the eye of Broderick. I suppose you have me to thank for your birth.”


I gave him my thanks which elicited more raucous laughter and also prompted the staff to pour in and begin serving the food. All the while, I found myself thinking of my mother. He was right, it was thanks to him I was born, but I wasn’t sure how grateful I was for such a thing.


I also wondered if mother would have so easily laughed and waved away his comments with thanks.













CHAPTER THREE










DINNER WAS AS droll and awkward as one would expect, with the emperor leading all conversation. His son Dyaus seemed to be the only one keen on the conversation as they discussed hunting, women, wine, and the like. I was surprised Gideon didn’t take part, he did jump in to comment occasionally on the status of contracts, policy, or other things regarding politics and the state of the empire but was otherwise silent. Hermine would occasionally jump in to try and ask me about my opinions on the conversation but I could hardly answer as none of that really interested me.


I was a poor hunter, I was gay, and everything else was just not anything I was interested in. That would then send the emperor on a yarn about my mother and Alstone in general, how we were boring little bookworms, which was a shame because of how pretty we looked, and that he was once again sorry that he had brought my mother and my father together. Before he would finally get off the topic of my bloodline, he would have to say, “You’re welcome,” before falling into laughter that the entire table echoed except for myself and, surprisingly, Gideon.


I was thanking my lucky stars for Gideon. For once in my life, I didn’t feel like I was the only one in my corner. Not that he necessarily spoke up for me. I mean, who could speak against the emperor? But it was still nice that he didn’t laugh or egg on the comments. It was because of that that I was able to finish dinner without much fuss.


Of course, just like with his entrance, we weren’t allowed to leave until the emperor left. Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait too long after finishing dinner as he yawned and stretched before standing up.


“This was a wonderful dinner. I look forward to more in the next six months. Hermine, Emery, why don’t you take a walk around the gardens? Gideon insisted we put in those flowers for you, and I think you all should enjoy them while they’re there. Gideon, take them out there for a few hours. Let the lovebirds get to know each other.”


It was phrased as a suggestion, but there was no such thing as a suggestion from the emperor. I bowed my head, thanking him for the time and his generosity, which he answered with more laughter and comments on my looks. Once he had his fill, he called for his son, Dyaus, and the two of them disappeared out of the dining hall. Once we were alone with Kane and Gideon, Hermine locked her arms around mine, peering up at me with those shimmering jewels she called eyes.


“Emery, let’s go for that walk. I want to learn more about you before we become husband and wife.”


I fully expected another stern look from Gideon but found his attention absent as he stared off elsewhere. On the other hand, Kane was openly glaring. If his gaze had heat, he would have burnt a hole through me with his intensity.


I gave him a beaming smile, which had him growling, only to turn my attention back to the woman clinging to my arm.


“That sounds wonderful, Your Imperial Highness—”


“Hermine. Call me Hermine, and I will call you Emery.”


It was very cute the way she almost pleaded for me to call her by her name. I was suddenly reminded of Gideon saying my name but hesitating just before he confirmed who I was. When my gaze naturally followed my thoughts to look up at Gideon, I found his gaze trained back on me. Again, I wondered what the name Emery Alstone would sound like, tumbling from his lips. More importantly, I wondered what it would look like, each sound being lovingly caressed by those lips.


I wanted to say his name, but all I could do was respond to Hermine’s request.


“I’m honored, Hermine. Let’s do that.”


She positively beamed, jumping up from her chair in a flurry of tulle as she yanked me up along with her. It was hard to believe I was meant to be the man in the relationship as she dragged me around like a rag doll. It was easier this way, though. I didn’t have to think as much when Hermine could just do as she pleased with me. I had already been dragged up to the dining hall doors when I noticed Kane and Gideon shuffling close behind us.


I desperately wanted Gideon to come along for my own selfish wants. However, I wanted Kane as far away from me as humanly possible, if not further. I cemented my feet onto the floor, stilling Hermine in her rampage to get me out to the gardens. As soon as she had stopped tugging on me, we both turned around to face our two escorts.


“Kane, we traveled together these past few days. Why don’t you go back to your quarters and rest?”


Immediately, he shook his head but didn’t say a word. I looked to Gideon, who was standing resolutely beside Kane. I didn’t know what I expected, but I was hoping to get some kind of backup on his front. Gideon only smirked, not betraying any other emotion.


It looked like I was on my own for this one.


“Brother, we have an escort already. There’s no need to have so many unnecessary eyes when you could be resting yours.”


Kane’s eyes were trained on me exclusively, not even sparing a glance Hermine’s way. There was something about the intensity that made me uncomfortable, more so than Kane usually did. He was never one to be nervous or scared. Why would he ever be?


He was a mountain of a man. There was nothing for him to be afraid of. Yet, as he stood before me, sweat beading along his brow, shifting his weight back and forth between his two feet, it was clear that something was making him uncomfortable. I couldn’t even begin to fathom what it might be.


Kane cleared his throat.


“I should escort you as well.”


Was he nervous about leaving me alone? Kane and I had never been close. We might as well have been strangers, much less siblings or even friends. It was hard to imagine that he was worried about me. Admittedly, it made my heart lurch a bit.


As the odd man out in Ursus, I couldn’t help being comforted by the idea that maybe my half-brother did feel some level of kinship for me. Despite my better judgment, I clasped Kane’s elbow and gave him a reassuring smile.


“No need, brother. We have Gideon. If you’re truly worried, my room is in the west wing by Gideon’s room. You can check on me anytime. Go rest.”


Kane blinked, those nervous tics fading away. Without another word, he bobbed his head to me and bowed to Hermine with another one of his wild grins before trotting off around us and down the hall, presumably back to his quarters. Without the pressure of my hulking brother around, the atmosphere was already so much lighter. It would’ve been better if I could have somehow sent off my fiancée so I could have her older brother all to myself, but that would be so far out of the realm of possibility I wanted to laugh at the mere thought of it.


I would just have to enjoy Gideon’s company while also courting his sister. If that didn’t sound unethical and morally questionable, I didn’t know what would. But I couldn’t help picturing all of the dirty things I might do to Gideon if given the chance. All the while, Imperial Princess Hermine hung off my arm.






THE GARDENS WERE stunning from afar, but they were breathtaking up close. The lilies hung downward, like women’s gowns, with bright green filament legs and deep red spots, like red shoes, at the very ends. Through the white petals were speckles of red, too. So, as we walked through them, it seemed like we were surrounded by millions of tiny dancing women in beautiful, delicate gowns.


Along the rows were perfectly round mounds of artemisia, filled in between with bits of greenery.


It was a vibrant mixture of silver and green with touches of red. The only thing that would have made this better was if it had been me and Gideon by ourselves, though Hermine was a beauty among the flowers in her own right.


It wouldn’t have been so bad with her if she wasn’t so forward, pressing her breasts against my arm.


“Have you enjoyed the walk this evening, Count Emery?”


I did, especially when I glanced backward to find Gideon idly admiring the lilies himself. He’d occasionally reach out, brushing the edges of the petals so the lily would gently dance. Then his gaze would meet mine, that vibrant ruby piercing me, stunning me far more than the garden ever could.


I smiled to myself as I responded.


“I couldn’t have imagined a nicer night. I can’t thank you enough for inviting me.”


Hermine chuckled, coyly covering her mouth as she did.


“Of course. It’s too bad you’ve had to listen to me talk on and on all night. I was really hoping to hear more about you.”


She was exaggerating a bit. She did occasionally mention a memory she had in these gardens playing with her brothers. She also talked about her favorite flowers, but she was otherwise quiet. It was pleasant, the silence. It was comfortable as we meandered the expansive gardens, and I imagined we could probably make good friends if not for the unfortunate circumstances we were placed in.


Part of me did look forward to days spent having tea together and having short, easy conversations like this. If I had to marry a woman, I wouldn’t mind marrying Hermine. But if I could marry anyone, it would most certainly be her brother.


Unaware of these unfortunate musings, Hermine peered up at me, a light blush tinting her cheeks, barely visible as dusk settled over us.


“We can take walks like this every day since you’ll be living here. Right?”


I smiled, reaching over to give her arm, hooked through mine, a squeeze.


“I’d be honored. But you shouldn’t stay out with an unmarried man this late in the day, escort or not.”


Her bottom lip puckered out, brows tilting downward. She looked pitiful, like a sad puppy. It was enough to make my heart lurch in my chest, but I held firm.


“I’m sorry, Imperial Princess. We have the rest of our lives to walk together. Allow me to lead you back to the entrance.”


Eventually, she nodded, and we made the slow trek back to the entrance where her lady-in-waiting and other attendants was waiting for her. After a short, tearful goodbye, they disappeared back into the palace. I probably should have followed and gone to my quarters, but the air was cool and pleasant against the arm and side that Hermine had been pressed against. Admittedly, it was nice to finally be alone with Gideon, who lingered beside me when he had no reason to do so with Hermine gone.


I glanced up at him, only to find him already staring at me, his lips turned up into a slight smile. My face burned, especially as he laughed, murmuring:


“It’s rare that a suitor would end a date and not the escort.”


I cleared my throat, clasping my gloved hands behind my back so he couldn’t see them shaking.


“Yes, well, I am quite the gentleman. They don’t call me the Rose of Ursus for nothing.”


To my surprise, Gideon reached out, brushing my hair off my forehead. That little bit of contact sent a rush of goosebumps across my skin and dried my mouth. Was this affection just my imagination? Was he just ignorant of what this casual touch could be perceived as? Or was I the one who was being silly, putting in more meaning to such an insignificant moment?


His voice came out in a low rumble that flashed heat across my skin.


“I had assumed that was more for your beauty than your demeanor. Is that not the case?”


I tilted my head to the side, doing my best to appear coy.


“Are you calling me beautiful, Your Imperial Highness?”


He didn’t waste a moment before responding.


“Gideon, and yes. I am.”


Wasn’t this flirting? It had to be flirting. With how intensely he stared, those ruby eyes almost glowing in the waning sunlight. I had flirted and been flirted with any number of times, but never as smoothly or subtly as this.


It was satisfying and intriguing but scary, as I couldn’t be sure if it was in my head or not.


I took a single step forward, closing the space between us so a mere breath was between our chests.


“Well, Gideon, I’m a man. I think it might be more appropriate to call me handsome.”


He chuckled once more, the warmth of his breath hitting my cheeks.


Then, the weight of his hand rested on my hip, seeming to draw me ever so slightly closer.


It was an agonizing dance of light touches and whispers with no resolution in sight.


“Of course, you’re handsome, but beauty has no gender, does it?”


If only he knew the fire that was raging in the pit of my stomach as we bantered back and forth like this. Only moments ago, I couldn’t wait to leave these gardens and return to my quarters, but, I found myself wishing this walk and this night would have lasted just a bit longer. I didn’t want this peace to end.


“I could use a bit more night air before turning in. May I walk you around to the outer entrance to our quarters?”


Whatever fun and heated conversation we were having fizzled out as the reality of our situation returned to me. He was to be my brother-in-law, I was meant to marry Princess Hermine. Nothing more would ever happen between us. 


With that in mind, I stepped to the side, letting his hand fall away from me.


“I’d be honored. Please, lead the way.”


And he did without another word. We walked in complete silence around the palace walls, the flowerbeds lining our path. Though we had just walked through them earlier, for some reason, alone with Gideon and in the soft glow of moonlight, those white dresses seemed to truly dance in the chill night air. And though we didn’t speak, I relished in the casual brushing of our shoulders as we walked side-by-side.


It was romantic beyond belief. I had long associated love and romance with sex, and though I wanted nothing more than to jump into bed with Gideon the first chance I got, I could imagine a life walking side-by-side with him like this and being totally satisfied. Something about the imperial capital night air, next to a prince, in a vast garden of flowers was making me feel emotional.


It was all just fairytales and dreams. Fun to imagine but not reality.


It was hard to swallow in the midst of it, but I had to. For my sake, for Hermine’s, and for Ursus’s sake.


All good things came to an end, and that included my romantic evening with the second prince. We were just making our way into the outer stairwell when Gideon, holding the large oaken door open for me, asked:


“Have you been to the upper balcony? The gardens are beautiful up close, but seeing them and the imperial capital lights from above can’t be beat.”


I hadn’t, and as much as the image of standing with him side-by-side, looking at such a view stirred my heart, I feared what I might do if that ever came to fruition. So, I swallowed, shaking my head.


“I have not, and I probably shouldn’t. I have a fear of heights, and I couldn’t imagine showing that side of myself to you or the princess.”


It was a silly little lie, but one that put a safe distance between us.


The area around his lips tightened, his smile seeming not as open or genuine, for what reason I couldn’t fathom. Then, he cleared his throat.


“I’m sorry. That’s unfortunate. I suppose it wasn’t meant to be.”


If only he knew the weight of his words. We weren’t meant to be, even in my own mind. I glanced down at the ground, slipping into the dank stone walls, suffocating when compared to the open outside air, murmuring.


“I suppose not.”


The words left a bitter taste in my mouth. Gideon and I climbed up the stairwell until we reached a door. Opening it revealed the entryway of the wing we were staying in, silent, barely visible by what few candles remained lit along the corridor.


Gideon and I walked in complete silence, and I would’ve probably walked with him right out of the wing if his hand, gloved like my own, didn’t clasp my wrist, stopping me just as I began to pass my bedroom door. Embarrassed, I murmured a quiet apology, followed by an awkward ‘good night’ as I reached for the chamber door.


But Gideon’s grip on my wrist remained.


When I looked up to meet his gaze, I found him hovering above me. His eyes flickered back and forth between my own, his brows slightly furrowed. The longer he stared, the closer his face seemed to drift down to mine. Before I knew it, my mouth fell ever so slightly open, preparing for a kiss.


Just as his breath was warming my lips, and I could almost taste him, he grumbled.


“I’m sorry. Sleep well.”


And just like that, in a blur, he released my wrist, turned around, and stomped back down the corridor, leaving me wide-eyed and alone.


My heart was thrumming in my chest, and I could still feel his warmth against my mouth. Had we kissed, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to hold myself back. I’d ruin the Ursus name for Gideon, and standing alone in that corridor, I was equally thankful as I was disappointed in Gideon’s self-control.


I had to stand there for a while, willing my heart to slow, before making my way into my sitting room. By the time I had stripped down and climbed into bed, my entire body throbbed with fatigue. It took no time at all to fall asleep as I slipped beneath the covers.













CHAPTER FOUR










WHEN I OPENED my eyes, a hulking man was above me, his green eyes glowing in the darkness of the room. Before I could say a word, he wrapped a single hand around my neck, so big it enveloped it entirely, and even brushed my shoulders as he squeezed. My air was gone, sending a burning pain into my throat and lungs alongside the crushing, throbbing pain in the muscles of my neck from the pressure. As I wheezed and choked, my hands desperately scratched at the hand pinning me against the bed, but to no avail.


But I didn’t have to worry about the hand around my neck for long. As moonlight flooded into the room, I could just barely make out the shimmer of silver of a blade through my bleary gaze and my brother Kane’s face beaming with joy down at me. I thought that he had been smiling at Hermine when we arrived with a true smile, but no, this was it. This was a real, terrifying grin. In his scratchy baritone, he chuckled.


“Emery, eldest son and the Rose of Ursus, the embarrassment to our duchy. You can thank father for this swift death. If I had it my way, I’d have cut out your tongue, castrated you, and let you bleed out that way.”


If I had the wherewithal to breathe and think beyond the pain radiating through my body, I would make a quip about how odd it was that Kane had thought this through enough to have the detail of castrating me in his ideal murder scenario. But my mind honed in on a single detail: my father.


Father? Father had planned all of this? Before I could even attempt to croak out some kind of response or question, the knife came down. In a searing jolt unlike anything I had ever experienced, the knife entered my body. Warmth seeped across my abdomen, almost comforting as it enveloped me. Was I bleeding?


Though my eyes were swimming with tears, they were rolling around so much in my head that I couldn’t see anything anymore. Finally, the pressure around my neck eased, along with the bed beneath me, as I assumed Kane got up. Something hard hit my side, and my hands weakly fumbled about, grasping the thing and sending more of that same burning and sharp pain through my palms.


It was the knife.


Kane chuckled once more.


“This will be the greatest gift you ever gave to the Ursus family. Gideon will be framed for your murder, which will allow us to wage a war against the imperial family in revenge. Then, Ursus will rule Loren. We will have your sacrifice to thank, dear brother. Thank you.”


He sounded like a villain from a fairytale, giving a triumphant soliloquy before I would inevitably get up and foil all of his perfectly laid plans. Unfortunately, no matter how hard I tried, my vision wouldn’t clear, and my arms felt like they were stone, shivering instead of moving as I commanded them to. It was a harsh reminder that this was no fairytale. I wouldn’t be able to fight him off and save the day. I wouldn’t win the heart of the imperial prince or the imperial princess.


I would simply die pitifully and alone.


Unable to do anything else, I could only focus on his words. Specifically, the mention of the second prince.


Gideon? What did Gideon have to do with this? I continued to fumble with the blade, running my slick and shaking hands up the hilt until I felt it. At the butt of the handle was the ruby I had seen earlier. I couldn’t imagine how they got hold of his personal dagger, but it wouldn’t be hard to point the blame on the prince with this. I wanted to try and cast it away, not that that would do much to protect him, but my arms were too weak to even lift it in the first place.


My brain was growing cloudy and cottony. The pain was fading away to nothingness, to almost a pleasant sensation. I wanted to sleep. As my eyes finally fluttered shut and every muscle stilled, I could just barely send out a final thought into the ether:


Fuck Ursus.


And with that, I faded away.













Part Two
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CHAPTER FIVE










IT STARTED WITH his portrait. Father had bestowed upon me the wonderful task of sifting through my sister's never-ending pile of suitor offers along with their portraits. Of course, the imperial princess had the final say in who she married, but I was the last line of defense to ensure she wasn't ensnared by some ne’er-do-well family just trying to increase their station at Hermine's expense. It wasn't enough to simply take their portraits and offer letters at face value. For those who had even a minor chance of having her hand, I had to travel to their hometowns and gather as much intel as possible.


Admittedly, when I saw Emery Ursus’s portrait, I intended to visit simply to see if he was as beautiful as it suggested. It wasn’t uncommon for the portraits to be a bit generous with certain features, particularly ones he possessed, with his perfectly straight nose bridge, large, light eyes, and thick eyelashes. Unlike the traditional, almost solemn expression most people wore when getting their portraits drawn, Emery was beaming. His mouth opened, revealing a perfect row of straight teeth. Whoever had done this portrait had gone the extra mile to put in the detail of the wrinkles in the corners of his eyes as he smiled.


His personality absolutely jumped off the parchment. Love, at first sight, was for fools, but I would be lying if I didn’t admit my heart fluttered when my gaze met his.


Within three days, I was in Ursus. Loren was already pretty distasteful with its open secret of the black market where all variety of drugs and addictions passed hands just as easily as a loaf of bread just a few streets over. Unlike Loren, though, Ursus was much more dangerous. The duchy prided itself on its military might, and that belief didn’t stop with the duke’s family. The people in the capital city of Ursus were just as rough and tumble as one would expect. The streets were packed with large, hulking men to the point it was impossible to distinguish between the guards and just another citizen.


It was loud and boisterous at every turn, men bumping into each other without care, resulting in screaming matches that often devolved into fist fights that became masses of fighting with no indication of who even started the fights to begin with. Once everyone was thoroughly pummeled and the streets were awash with blood, teeth, and torn clothing, everyone just silently meshed themselves back into the throng of people, going their separate ways like nothing had even happened. It was wild and barbaric, but it was also disturbing because of how few women could be found.


There were almost none on the street except for the few hawkers standing outside of the brothels. It was a wonder there were any people there at all with how few women there were. I couldn’t imagine how they possibly had children until I made my way into the inn. Only inside a building did I find women, many of them huddled together in the corner tables of the bar and restaurant, peering up every time the doors opened like they were expecting a raid. Once they were sure whoever had come in wouldn’t bother them, they went back to their conversation, chattering back and forth to each other until the door opened once more.


I made my way over to the bar, about to ask if they knew of Emery Ursus’s haunts, when the door swung open once again. Unlike every other time it had opened, when the women usually would fall silent, their voices rose, calling out the very name that was flitting through my mind.


“Emery! Did you receive my letter?”


When I turned around, I found the very portrait coming to life and moving toward the bar.


He smiled at the table of women, waving his hand.


“I did, I did! Unfortunately, I will be too busy to attend with you, but please write me and let me know how it goes.”


The sound of disappointment alongside what I could only assume were love rivals’ jeers was washed away by his laughter. Emery was all Alstone. There was no denying it. His hair was darker than midnight, his eyes silver, and his uniform, which I had expected to be the verdant green of Ursus, was gray instead with black and silver details. If someone told me I had suddenly been transported to Alstone, I would believe them. It was because of this that Emery stood out like a sore thumb.


All eyes naturally went to him, and the air around him seemed to shimmer with an unexplainable magnetism. It was hard to believe he had any blood of Ursus running through his veins. As he neared, his gaze swept over the bar, briefly lingering on me, which made me realize how intently I was staring, openly gaping at him. Swallowing, I turned back to face the bar, hoping he hadn’t noticed who I was.


Thankfully, he didn’t seem to pay me any mind, taking a seat at the bar. Perching himself on the edge of a stool, he leaned over the bar top, calling out to the barkeep whose back was turned as he shuffled through various bottles of amber and wine-colored liquors.


“Lucas, can I have some ale?”


I couldn’t help looking over at him again. His voice had a surprisingly rough lilt to it, gruff and heavy. It didn’t quite match his looks but was as smooth as good liquor all the same.


Presumably, Lucas, the barkeep, peered over his shoulder, flashing a crooked grin.


“Well, hello, Rose.”


Emery chuckled, his eyelashes fluttering, casting shadows across his cheeks. Out of nowhere, Emery responded, altering his voice to a higher pitch, to the point if I hadn’t been looking at him, I might have thought it was a woman speaking.


“Hello, handsome.”


Lucas cackled, turning to set an empty mug down in front of Emery. Then, with a heavy pitcher full of bubbly ale, he filled it to the rim. Emery beamed, leaning forward to suck the top bit of alcohol off so he could lift it up. He tipped it toward him, his throat working as the liquid steadily disappeared from the glass.


Once he had his fill, he set the glass down with a large sigh.


“Delicious! How much do I owe you?”


Lucas shook his head, pressing his thick and calloused hands against the bar so he could lean toward him.


“First one’s always free for your flattery, Count Emery.”


Charm oozed from the heir of Ursus. I found myself wanting to buy his next round of drinks just as an excuse to talk to him. I had to remind myself over and over again that I was there for my sister, not for myself. I had every intention of taking over the empire, and I couldn’t do that with a man by my side.


Not that Emery could even be interested in a man himself. He probably preferred someone small and beautiful, like my sister. But even as I thought that, Lucas leaned forward, ducking his head to whisper something in Emery’s ear. All the while, Emery’s cheeks flushed.


An immense burning jealousy bubbled in the pit of my stomach. I had to refrain from jumping up and sidling up beside them like some jealous lover. I had no claim over Emery Ursus, and I never could.


But Hermine could, and with Hermine’s claim, I could keep him close to me. I decided right then and there that I would be approving him for Hermine’s hand.


It wasn't for Hermine's sake. It was for mine. I chose Emery Ursus for me, the only way I could: for my sister. Shortly after returning to the imperial capital, I submitted my list of approved partners, and all of those portraits made their way to Imperial Princess Hermine for her final choice of them.


I had no real belief that he would be chosen among the many suitors who embodied much more masculine features and who were from hometowns Hermine could only ever dream of living in, but the moment her eyes met his in that portrait, I knew she had fallen in love just as swiftly as I had. If only she had seen him in person, only then would she truly understand how beautiful he was.


And that was what I feared the most.


But at least this way, I could keep him near me for a time, satisfying that selfish, greedy desire within me while I fulfilled my destiny as emperor. Then, with that power behind me, I could make him mine. Once I took over Loren, I’d make many changes.


Changes that needed to be made for far too long.


Until then, I would simply watch this beautiful person on the sidelines, biding my time.






IT WOULD BE three days until the letter of Hermine’s acceptance of Emery Ursus arrived in their territory. It would then take around three days to get a reply, but they would most likely arrive around six days after their acceptance. I had far too much to do in preparation for Emery’s reception, but Hermine and my father were making it far more difficult than I cared for.


Hermine was constantly barging into my sitting room, begging me to tell her all I knew about her fiancé-to-be. I tried my best to be patient with her, her large, love-filled doe eyes softening my heart. But that bitter jealousy was always lurking just behind every word as I told her everything I knew of Emery. He was as beautiful as his portrait suggested, if not more so. He was charming and gentlemanly.


She would love him.


She would swoon and coo, taunting me without even knowing it.


When she wasn’t flitting around me, my father was pestering me in her stead. At least with Hermine, she came to me. His Imperial Majesty, however, never came to anyone. Anytime he wanted me, I was forced to stop everything I was doing and go to him.


It was in these meetings that I was reminded why I needed to be the next emperor.


It was never in any official capacity. I was always making treks out into the hunting grounds, to the training grounds, or, even worse, to the wine cellar, drinking and playing the day away alongside his heir and my elder brother Dyaus. Separately, they were annoying, but together, they were positively insufferable, feeding into their indulgence while all of the work slid off their plates and onto mine.


While they were consuming endless desserts, I was stuck with the tough jerky.


Only two days before we anticipated Emery Ursus’s arrival, I was called down to the wine cellar. As expected, father and Dyaus were perched at the table, centered in the room, and surrounded by walls of racks filled from top to bottom with large casks. The air was moist and pungent with a sickeningly sweet and sour smell. I couldn’t go down there without a handkerchief pressed over my nose and mouth, though over time, even that would be permeated by the odor.


Between the two of them, there was an open cask. Like barbarians, one of them had used a hand ax to crack into the lid and yank it free, leaving a puddle of wine and wood splinters behind them that their personal servants were still cleaning up. With large mugs, they were scooping directly from the cask, sending the dark alcohol cascading down onto the table, the floor, and even directly onto their clothes.


It took far too long for them to notice my presence, leaving me to awkwardly stand there as they laughed and clanked their mugs together, just adding to the mess as their drinks sloshed out of the glasses. I could feel the time I had left to prepare steadily ticking away, and I was only growing more and more irritated as I watched these two, chosen by fate, to rule the empire. Finally, unable to wait any longer, I loudly cleared my throat.


While my brother continued chugging his wine, my father’s attention finally drifted, glassy-eyed, over to me.


“Ah! Gideon! Excellent. How are the preparations going for the arrival of Hermine’s fiancé?”


It took everything in me not to roll my eyes. He had no idea who Hermine had chosen. Otherwise, he would have brought them up by name. I was further disgusted as my brother slammed his empty mug down onto the table, following it with a wet belch.


“The reception for Emery Ursus is going well. The menu has already been finalized, and the events for the following days have been scheduled, including his tour of the imperial capital. If all goes well—”


Before I could continue, my father’s hand came up. It was a very important signal, one that everyone who interacted with the emperor was required to know or risk committing the ultimate faux pas. Its meaning was simple:


Shut up.


So, I did, though by his furrowed brow and pursed lips, I was sure it was something irritating.


I wasn’t wrong, as the first thing he interrupted me with was:


“Emery Ursus. The half-Alstone, right?”


I nodded, prepared to continue on, though his hand remained hanging in the air, palm facing me. It was a frustratingly insignificant motion but one that held my tongue.


“Ah, yes. I remember his mother well. A beauty. Dyaus, you should find an Alstone bride for yourself. They’re stunning. I can only hope Emery is as pretty, though he is mixed with Ursus, so he could either be a beauty or a beast.”


I was compelled to tell him Emery was prettier than any Ursus or Alstone in existence, and if he had even a minute amount of attention or care for at least the leaders of his empire, he would know that and more about the heir, but once again, that hand and my self-preservation was enough to keep me silenced.


Dyaus only seemed mildly interested in our conversation, the majority of his attention on his empty glass, which he sloppily dunked into the cask.


Finally, father dropped his hand, resting it on the wine-slick table top with a wrinkled expression. It was like he was shocked it was messy when he and my brother had been the ones to make the mess to begin with.


“Dyaus was tasked with preparing the gardens for their arrival, but he’s been busy with other things. I was hoping you would be able to take over that task for him.”


My stomach was churning, and bitter bile burned my throat. The gardens were the least taxing task but the most showy, which was why Dyaus had been given it. But now, even that was too much. If he spent less time at the hunting grounds or in the wine cellar, he could’ve done the gardens, the event planning, and more, as the emperor-to-be should be able to do.


As if he could read my mind, father graced me with a smile.


“I appreciate all of your efforts, son. The crown is stronger when supported by the family.”


Support was putting it mildly. I was doing much more than supporting. I was acting as the crown with none of the power.


If father wanted to prepare Dyaus for the throne, Dyaus should have been the one to pick from Hermine’s suitors. Dyaus should have been the one preparing for Emery Ursus’s arrival. I was more than happy to serve the throne and serve my brother, but only if he was worth serving.


And Dyaus was not.


If he had at least had the pride and leadership to delegate those things to me himself, rather than whine to father and make him delegate for him, I would have a modicum of respect for that. But, of course not. The empire was being led by two man-children, with me babysitting them, and I was growing more and more impatient with it all.


But I had to maintain myself. I had to work quietly and carefully, exposing their inadequacies without stirring the pot and being declared a traitor to the empire. While the emperor and his precious heir had the power, they had no power without the support of their council. If I could win them over and sow doubt among them for the current line of ascent, I could establish my own foothold and take control.


So, as much as I didn’t want to, I held my fist to my chest and bowed.


“It’s an honor to serve the throne.”


And with that, I turned away, allowing my true emotions to show on my face as I climbed up the steps out of that dank cellar.


Some would call me a villain, and I would be lying if what I was doing wasn’t nefarious to some extent.


But I was determined to better my empire, and I would do it by any means necessary. It would begin with this reception of Emery Ursus. I’d prep the garden and escort Emery around. I would represent the crown while the real emperor and his heir played, and perhaps, if given the chance, I might do some playing of my own with the Alstone rose.




