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    To those who feel like they have to earn rest,to the ones who carry too much and smile anyway, to anyone who wonders if joy is allowed when the world expects strength, this is for you.
May you give yourself permission to breathe,to laugh without guilt, and to chase happiness without apology.
This book is your reminder: you are more than your responsibilities, and you deserve joy.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "I don't want to survive this life. I want to enjoy it. And I'm done apologizing for that." - Faelan Winchester
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Chapter One: The First Light of Dawn
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The first light of dawn filtered through the tall crystal windows, gilding the chamber in gold. Outside, the bells of Ethenor tolled softly, marking the hour when the city below began to stir, but within the emperor’s chambers, the world felt still.

Alexander woke slowly, caught between dream and waking, his hand resting against warmth. For a heartbeat he thought he was still dreaming, until the steady rhythm of another’s breathing rose against his chest.

Faelan.

The name brushed through his mind like a prayer. The elf’s auburn hair spilled across the white silk sheets, catching the morning light in copper and fire. His pale lashes fluttered faintly against his cheeks, and his fingers, steady from years of work, were curled loosely against Alexander’s ribs, as if he’d fallen asleep mid-promise to never let go.

Alexander’s breath caught. For months, he had imagined this moment, the weight of Faelan beside him, the quiet steadiness of it. So many nights he had stood at this balcony, watching the moonlight stain the marble, wondering if love like this could last in a world that demanded strength before tenderness.

He reached up, brushing a lock of hair from Faelan’s forehead. He’s here, he thought, wonder threading through his chest. He came back to me.

The last six months had been an ache, letters unanswered, duties unending, every sunrise a reminder that the bed beside him stayed cold. He had faced gods, demons, and his own history, but the emptiness of Faelan’s absence had undone him more quietly than any blade could.

Now, the ache was gone.

As if sensing his gaze, Faelan stirred. His lashes lifted, revealing eyes like liquid silver catching the sun. For one fragile instant, those eyes were soft, unguarded, then awareness struck, and his face flushed crimson.

“Oh, I... by the gods...” Faelan sat up so quickly the sheets tangled around his legs. “We can’t be seen like this. People will talk.”

Alexander propped himself up on one elbow, a lazy smile curling across his lips. “Let them.”

Faelan’s mouth fell open. “Alexander..!”

Before he could stammer further, Alexander reached out, fingers finding Faelan’s chin and tilting it gently upward. The teasing left his expression, replaced by something quieter, deeper.

“Let them,” he said again, softer this time. “I’ve spent half my life pretending I don’t feel this. I won’t hide it anymore.”

For a heartbeat, neither moved. The morning light spilled between them, painting Faelan’s freckled skin in gold. Then Alexander leaned forward and kissed him.

The world fell away.

Faelan melted into him instantly, all hesitation dissolving like morning frost. His hands found Alexander’s shoulders, his chest, his jaw, mapping what he’d once only dared to imagine. Alexander’s fingers slipped into his hair, holding him close, deepening the kiss until breath itself became secondary.

When Faelan pressed him back against the pillows, Alexander let him, laughter breaking between their lips. The laughter turned to a low sound of wonder when Faelan’s hands slid beneath his linen shirt, tracing the heat of skin and muscle. Buttons scattered like stars across the sheets.

“This isn’t how I pictured today... but is is how I hoped for it,” Faelan whispered against his throat, half-embarrassed, half-breathless.

Alexander smiled, voice rough with affection. “How did you picture it?”

“I didn’t think it would ever come.”

Something tender flickered behind Alexander’s grin, but before he could answer... the door creaked.

They froze.

Instinct took over; Alexander flicked two fingers toward the entrance. A ripple of emerald light shot across the room, and the door snapped shut just as the handle began to turn.

“One moment!” he called, forcing calm into his voice. “I’m still getting dressed.”

Faelan went scarlet, half sprawled against him. “What do I do? Where do I hide?”

Alexander’s grin returned, sharp and teasing. “You could crawl under the bed, but I doubt that’s very dignified for Ethenor’s newest council member.”

“Alexander, !”

He caught Faelan’s hand and kissed the back of it quickly, reassuring. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

With a flick of his wrist, he opened a small portal beside the balcony, water shimmering like glass. Through it shimmered the royal guest chamber next door.

“Go,” he murmured, brushing a thumb along Faelan’s jaw. “And come back when the world stops knocking.”

Faelan hesitated, then leaned in, their foreheads meeting briefly. “You’re impossible,” he whispered, before slipping through the portal and vanishing in a flash of light.

Alexander exhaled, running a hand through his hair, laughter and longing tangled together. He fastened what was left of his shirt just as the door handle turned again.

Faelan hesitated at the portal’s edge, his hand half-raised toward the light. Alexander caught his wrist before he could step through, their fingers locking.

“Wait,” Alexander murmured.

The air between them stilled, just the soft hum of magic and the pulse of their joined hands.

“I’m glad they knocked,” Alexander said with a crooked smile that softened as he spoke. “Temptation was about to win, and I want our first time to be special, not stolen between interruptions.”

His hand slid from Faelan’s wrist to his side, tracing the curve of his ribs with slow affection, his voice lowering. “But if I don’t say this now, I’ll regret it.” He leaned closer, breath brushing the shell of Faelan’s ear. “Fae... I love you.”

The words landed like a spark in Faelan’s chest. His breath hitched; he turned, their foreheads almost touching. “You know I always have,” he whispered, voice trembling but sure. Then, quieter still: “And I love you, too.”

Alexander’s eyes softened, no royal mask, no command, just unguarded joy. His thumb brushed along Faelan’s jaw, and when their lips met again, it wasn’t a frantic kiss but one that felt carved out of promise. Slow. Certain. A vow.

It deepened, the kind of kiss that made the rest of the world fade. Faelan’s hand slid to the back of Alexander’s neck; Alexander’s fingers tangled in his hair, both drawing breath only to lose it again. The door rattled harder behind them, a reminder of the waking world.

They broke apart reluctantly, foreheads pressed together, the sound of their breathing filling the silence.

Faelan laughed softly, breathless. “You’re going to make diplomacy very difficult today.”

Alexander grinned, brushing a final kiss along his jaw. “You make everything difficult... yet worth it.”

The water-lit portal shimmered brighter, revealing the royal guest chamber beyond. Faelan hesitated only long enough to steal one last kiss, his fingers trailing down Alexander’s jaw as though memorizing it.

Then he was gone.

The light rippled once, then vanished. The room felt emptier than it had seconds ago, though Faelan’s warmth still lingered on the sheets.

Alexander straightened, fastening what was left of his shirt with a quiet sigh. He ran a hand through his hair, smirk returning as he composed himself, half emperor, half man freshly undone.

When he finally opened the door, the amusement froze on his lips.

Standing before him was Lysandra.

Tall. Regal. Her silver eyes sharp as blades, her hair braided in immaculate precision. The morning light gleamed across her pale skin, and though her expression was calm, there was nothing soft in it.

“Alexander,” she said, voice smooth as glass but edged with suspicion. “Was there another voice I heard in here?” One arched brow rose, daring him to lie.

Alexander leaned lazily against the doorframe, every inch the composed ruler. “Only mine, I’m afraid,” he said easily, though there was a flicker of tension in his green eyes. “Unless the wind has learned to gossip again.”

Lysandra didn’t smile. Her gaze swept the room, one heartbeat too long on the disheveled bed, before returning to him. “Two matters bring me here,” she said crisply, each word clipped and measured. “First, I’ve heard rumors of my son’s return. He left without permission. I must see him immediately. I assumed you would know his whereabouts.”

Alexander’s amusement cooled. My son. Without permission. The phrasing grated. He straightened slightly, tone even but edged with quiet steel.

“Faelan returned of his own will,” he said. “He’s earned the right to come and go freely, as any man should.”

Lysandra’s jaw tightened; the faintest shimmer of offense crossed her face. “You misunderstand, Your Majesty. It isn’t authority I question, it’s judgment.”

He didn’t rise to the bait. “And the second matter?”

Lysandra’s posture stiffened; her silver eyes gleamed with the frost of command. “The second matter,” she said, voice lowering slightly, “concerns one of my own. A pure-blooded elven girl, no more than sixteen, enslaved by a tyrant across the western sea. Word reached me last night from our kin who fled those lands. She is young, yet of noble heritage, and of an age suitable for union.”

Alexander’s expression cooled instantly. “Union?”

Her chin lifted, the faintest hint of a proud smile ghosting across her lips. “As you know, Alexander, she is of perfect age to marry my son.”

The words struck like a slap. The warmth that had still lingered from Faelan’s presence evaporated. Alexander’s jaw tightened, his voice calm only by force. “We will, of course, do everything in our power to free her,” he said. “But Faelan... and this girl... will make their own choices. We do not barter lives in Ethenor, nor force love for the sake of bloodlines.”

Lysandra’s expression hardened, the faint glow of her eyes betraying the stir of ancient elven magic. “You misunderstand me. I speak not of affection, but of duty. Our people are fading. If the old line dies with me, with him, the elven legacy withers into myth. You have your gods and your divine blood, Emperor. We have lineage.”

Alexander straightened slowly, his voice a blade wrapped in silk. “And still, I will not see Faelan treated as an heirloom.”

A faint tremor rippled through the air, the kind that came when the young emperor’s composure began to crack. His power hummed under the surface like restrained thunder. “Ethenor’s strength lies in its freedom, not its purity,” he continued, quieter now but infinitely more dangerous.

For a heartbeat, neither spoke. Lysandra’s sharp gaze met his unflinching one; two kinds of power, old and new, colliding in silence.

Then Alexander exhaled and turned away, the motion smooth but final. “Enough. This discussion can wait. The girl’s safety comes first. Summon the council, we’ll address this immediately.”

Lysandra inclined her head with glacial precision, masking whatever emotion flickered beneath her calm. “Very well,” she said. “The girl is held in the Kingdom of Asteloria, under the dominion of King Roderic Alvarán.”

Alexander froze mid-step. The name hit like a blade drawn across memory. “Asteloria,” he repeated under his breath. “A kingdom that once worshiped my grandfather, War. A zealot turned king.”

He rubbed at his temples, the faintest hint of exhaustion breaking through his composure. “Of course it would be Roderic.”

Lysandra tilted her head slightly. “You’ve met him?”

“Once,” Alexander said quietly. “When I was a child, he visited Ethenor to see if we would become his ally. Ethan declined, since he wanted us to work together to take over the Iticas Empire and split its bounty. Michael then looked into him, and as it would turn out, he built his empire on the bones of his allies. If he holds this girl, it won’t be as a mere slave, but a symbol of his own power.”

He looked up, his gaze sharp again, the soldier’s edge replacing the softness of the morning. “We must summon the council at once.”

Without waiting for a response, Alexander turned sharply on his heel and strode back into his chambers. The door shut behind him with a whisper of displaced air. Within moments, the hum of magic stirred again. When he reemerged, he was no longer the boy tangled in silk sheets, he was the Emperor of Ethenor.

Golden armor caught the morning light as he passed through the corridors, his cloak of royal blue and gold sweeping the marble floors like a trailing banner of dawn. The laughter that had colored his morning was gone, replaced by the calm precision of a ruler preparing for war.

Outside, the castle stirred with movement as servants rushed to ready the council chamber. Through the tall windows, the city below shimmered in the sunlight, unaware that the next choice its emperor made could ignite another war.

The councilors filed in, the room settling into a hush that always seemed to follow Alexander when he was already standing. Sunlight poured across the long oak table carved with olive boughs; dust motes drifted like sleepy stars. One by one, familiar presences took their places, Samuel with his steady gravity; Sir Malfus, all razor-curious attention; Lady Berylia, arms folded, calculating; Lysandra, frost-still; Trollenstien, his rumble of greeting rolling through stone; and, slipping into the seat at Alexander’s right, Faelan, newly sworn, shoulders squared despite the flicker of nerves he tried to hide.

Alexander rose and let the room fall fully quiet.

“Before we begin,” he said, voice warm but formal, “welcome Councilor Faelan, representative of labor and craft, and advisor to our innovation arm.” He glanced to his right. “Your work already lightens mine.”

Faelan stood. “I’m honored,” he said, voice steadying as he spoke. “And committed to serving Ethenor with everything I have.”

A faint crease appeared at the corner of Lysandra’s mouth, but she said nothing. Alexander moved on, the kindness in his tone giving way to iron.

“Urgent business. Councilor Lysandra brings intelligence of a young elven girl, sixteen, held in Asteloria, under King Roderic Alvarán.” He let the name hang.

A tremor of reaction ran the table.

“Asteloria,” Samuel said, leaning forward. “That flag has fired first more often than not. Pulling her out could spark a war.”

Sir Malfus steepled his small hands. “A war we need not advertise. Their king prizes theater. Best not give him a stage.”

“Inaction condemns her,” Lady Berylia snapped. “We move, cleverly, but we move.”

Alexander nodded once. “We free her. Without handing Roderic a pretext.” His gaze slid to Faelan.

Faelan held it, then spoke. “When Ethan and Michael faced hostile courts, they sometimes went themselves, with only a handful of knights. A show of respect, not force.” His silver eyes sharpened. “Let me go with you, Alexander. We negotiate first. We fight only if we must.”

Silence again, this time thoughtful.

Trollenstien broke it with a low, disapproving rumble. “He cannot be seen to leave the throne in a crisis.” The old king’s eyes, kind and flint, settled on Alexander. “Perception girds power as much as armor. If the emperor vanishes, power hungry nobles may descent.”

Alexander’s answering smile was small, knowing. “Then we won’t let the emperor vanish.”

He lifted a hand. Moisture beaded in the air at his gesture, gathering into a floating ripple of water that spilled into a narrow portal, the briefest shimmer used only to draw a small leather pouch into his palm. He loosened it; the scent of clean stone and rain drifted out as faceted gems sparked against his fingers.

“Queen Calista once wrote,” Alexander said, “that sovereignty is a mask, not a face. So, we do what my father’s once did. Another shall wear mine.”

He pressed his thumb to a sapphire, then a smoky quartz, then a shard of sunstone. The gems powdered under gentle pressure, the dust lifting on an unseen current and spiraling toward Trollenstien. Runes flared, subtle, old, ethical, as the glamour wove. Trollenstien’s massive silhouette narrowed; tusks folded into a human jaw; granite skin smoothed and warmed to sun-browned tan. Hair brightened, falling in a familiar gold. The troll’s rumble softened into the timbre of the young emperor himself.

“Fascinating,” Trollenstien murmured, Alexander’s voice wearing Trollenstien’s wonder, as he flexed unfamiliar fingers and straightened the fall of royal blue across his shoulders. “You truly are your father’s son.”

Alexander cinched the pouch and slipped it to his belt with a small, satisfied nod. “So I’ve been told.” He produced a tightly rolled parchment from his coat and set it before the counterfeit emperor. “While you’re wearing the crown, you’ll need the weight that comes with it.”

Trollenstien unsealed it. As his eyes tracked line after line, his expression, Alexander’s expression, shifted from curiosity to disbelief to a slow, incredulous stare. “By the gods...” The voice was smooth, but the old king’s gravel lived under it. “You’ve been shouldering all this alone?” He flicked his gaze up. “This is three men’s burden and half a saint’s.”

“Trust me, I know,” Alexander said, a tired humor at the edges. “Delegate ruthlessly. If anyone balks, do what I should, charm them, command them, or outmaneuver them. Order optional.”

Sir Malfus’s eyes glittered. “Alliterative leadership. I approve.”

Before the smile could settle, Lysandra cut through it like a winter wind. “No.” The single word rang cleanly against the oak. “Why am I not on this mission? I am the elven representative; I should be leading negotiations, not Faelan.” Her gaze slid to her son, a cool blade sheathing a tremor of something more complicated. “He is the workers’ representative.”

Alexander turned fully to her, the courtly warmth gone from his voice, leaving quiet certainty. “He is also the elf who bears the late queen’s blessing,” he said. “And he is a craftsman who can read intent in the joints of a door and the lies of a ledger. Roderic respects symbols he thinks he understands; Faelan will be one he does not.” A beat. “He’s the right choice.”

“Opinion,” Lysandra returned, soft and sharp. “Not decree.”

“Then we’ll vote,” Alexander said, already looking to the table. “All in favor of Councilor Faelan’s inclusion, ‘yay.’ Opposed, ‘nay.’”

“Yay,” said Malfus at once, voice like a flicked knife.

“Yay,” rumbled Samuel, conviction wearing the shape of patience.

Trollenstien, examining the set of his borrowed shoulders in the high-polished urn, chuckled. “Yay.”

Lady Berylia lifted her chin. “Yay, provided he listens when I say ‘duck.’”

Across the table, hands shifted; nods followed. The momentum was settled before it reached Faelan, who stood last.

He did not look at his mother. He looked at Alexander. “Yay,” he said simply, and it sounded like a promise made to more than a council.

Silence pressed in. Lysandra’s hands tightened until the knuckles blanched; then she released them one finger at a time, sculpting her composure back into place.

“So be it,” Alexander said, not unkindly. “We sail at first light.”

“On which,” Lady Berylia added briskly, tapping the parchment with a nail, “you will all eat something heavier than pride. I’ll have provisions and compact plates sent to the dock.”

Samuel cleared his throat, the room’s tension crystalizing into motion. “Squire-Commander Lucielle will assemble our four for this run,” he said. “Quiet blades, steady nerves. I’ll brief them myself.”

Alexander nodded once. “Good. I’ll open a water portal straight to their capital...”

Samuel lifted a hand. “That won’t work.” The certainty in his voice stilled the room. “Asteloria hates what it can’t control. Since War fell, Roderic has outlawed all visible sorcery. His coasts bristle with crude but loud warding, anything bigger than a cantrip and the bells will sing from harbor to throne.”

Alexander’s jaw worked; he let the plan go without argument. “Then we sail.”

Faelan angled toward him. “Weeks, if we take a wind that isn’t ours.”

“Not if we take mine,” Alexander said, a sliver of pride edging through the iron. “The prototype we laid in the university yards, the one I’ve kept under canvas. She’s ready.”

Samuel’s eyebrow rose a fraction. “Ethenor’s Pride?”

“The same.” Alexander’s mouth tilted. “Self-trimming rune-rig, hollow-keel ballast that drinks the waves, and a silent drive that only wakes if we need to sprint. Weapon wells stay sleeping unless we’re struck.” He glanced to Malfus. “And our seams will hum, not shout.”

Malfus gave a grave little bow. “I’ll sew you clever and plain.”

Lady Berylia snapped her ledger shut. “Then it’s settled. I’ll have provisions and compact plates waiting at the berth, salt-hard bread, dried fruit, cured meats, and a crate of tanzanite and bandage rolls. If someone gets clever with a blade, you’ll want the stones.”

“Lucielle?” Samuel called.

The doors opened as if she’d been listening, because she had. Squire-Commander Lucielle stepped in, helm tucked beneath her arm, her posture the geometry of discipline. “I have the four,” she said. “Shields that don’t clatter, swords that don’t sing. They’ll wear quiet plates under wool and pass for ship crew until told otherwise.”

Alexander inclined his head. “Rules of engagement: we dock as envoys. We speak first. If they fire...”

“We finish fast,” Samuel concluded, and Lucielle echoed it with a single crisp nod.

Across the table, Trollenstien, wearing the emperor’s face like a well-made mask, folded the duty parchment and slid it into his sleeve. “Then go,” he said, softly astonishing in Alexander’s timbre. “I’ll mind the throne and smile at the guilds.” He paused, eyes, truly his, despite the glamour, warming. “Bring the child home.”

Lysandra rose, frost intact. “And bring him home,” she added, voice aimed at Faelan, blade-straight. “Do not mistake zeal for wisdom.”

Faelan met her gaze without flinching. “I won’t.”

Chairs scraped. Orders scattered like birds. The council dissolved into corridors humming with urgency.

The castle became a forge. Pages ran. Quartermasters opened locked chests. In the armory’s low light, Malfus sat cross-legged on a worktable, thread between clawed fingertips, whispering runes into seams, ward-skirting sigils so small they read like stitches. Lucielle’s four stood bare-headed while squires fitted their hidden plates: a broad-shouldered woman with a habit of breathing with the door (Helmi), a scar-lined veteran who moved like a shadow, a rangy archer whose eyes never stopped mapping exits, and a compact shield-bearer who smiled only with his eyes. None wore Ethenor’s crest to the street.

Lady Berylia’s carts rattled to the docks: rope, tar, fresh water barrels, a tool chest with its own inventory etched into the lid, and a narrow kit of gemstones, tanzanite for pain, sunstone for warmth, a thumb-sized ruby to shock a lock if the iron proved stubborn. “Don’t wave them around,” she warned Faelan, pressing the kit into his hands. “Roderic burns what he fears.”

Samuel walked the berth with a captain’s eye, testing lines, checking the sweep of boom and yard. Under the canvas, the Pride woke, sleek and low, her dark hull drinking the dawn. Runes kissed her rigging like freckles; the keel hummed faintly, a cat purring in sleep.

Alexander arrived last, cloak traded for a salt-clean coat, hair bound, the Sword of Legend hidden in a wool roll that looked like any sailor’s kit. He paused at the gangplank as Trollenstien approached, his own bulk long since replaced by the emperor’s easy stride.

“How do I look?” Trollenstien asked, trying on a smile and adjusting it until it fit the way Alexander wore his, gentle at the corners, steel at the center.

“Like me,” Alexander said. “Unfortunately, that means everyone will try to hand you petitions.”

“Then I shall sign them politely in your name.” Trollenstien’s grin, for just a breath, was all tusk and thunder. Then it wasn’t. “Go.”

Lucielle’s four slipped aboard. Malfus sprang to the rail, landing light. Samuel clapped Alexander’s shoulder once, grandfather’s pride disguised as a captain’s efficiency. “Cast off on my word.”

Faelan came up the quay with a bundle under his arm, the “ugly” armor Alexander preferred. He caught Alexander’s look and laughed under his breath. “Fine,” he said, tugging the straps tight. “You win.”

“I like winning when you live,” Alexander answered. His hand found Faelan’s bracer, palm resting there a heartbeat longer than necessity. The world narrowed to leather under fingers, the salt in the air, the memory of morning. “Diplomacy first,” he murmured, low enough that only gulls might hear. “But if he tries to make a symbol of you...”

“...then we remind him I’m not made of glass,” Faelan finished, the ghost of a smile folding into something steadier. “We bring her home.”

From the quay’s edge, Lysandra watched, hands hidden in her sleeves, expression carved from moonlight. When Faelan glanced her way, she did not look away. She inclined her head the slightest fraction, as if returning a salute from a soldier she would not name as such. It was not blessing. It was permission’s colder cousin: acknowledgment.

Lucielle waited at the foot of the gangplank, sunlight catching on the silver thread woven through the red and silver braid at her temple. Up close, the hard edges of Squire-Commander gave way to something older and softer, the way stone remembers being sand.

“Come here, sunrise,” she said to Alexander, not loud enough for the dockhands to hear.

He stepped into her orbit without protest. Lucielle’s hands found his collar, tugged it true, brushed away a fleck of salt that wasn’t there. The gesture was nothing and everything; Alexander’s shoulders eased a fraction, the way a boy’s might when someone who loves him pretends not to notice he’s scared.

“You remember how to eat and sleep on command?” she murmured, teasing wrapped around instruction.

“I’ve been practicing the first,” he said. “The second seems to evade me.”

She tsked, then pressed her forehead briefly to his, armor and rank falling away for a heartbeat. “You will come back,” she said, not a question. With her thumb, she touched the line of his jaw, the way one blesses a soldier without making a spectacle of it. “And you will bring the child. And you will not make me come fetch you, because I will, and you won’t like the noise I make when I do.”

His smile curved, soft and private. “Yes, Commander.”

“Grandmother,” she corrected, with a look that could have flattened a siege tower and also warmed a winter kitchen.

“Aye,” he said, laughter under his breath. “Grandmother.”

Lucielle’s gaze slid past him to Faelan, waiting just out of earshot. She drew the elf in with the smallest crook of a finger. When he stepped close, she reached up and fixed a strap on his “ugly” armor, fingers sure as if she’d buckled him for battle a hundred times.

“He thinks he’s protecting you,” she whispered, low enough that only the wind might hear. “We both know it’s the other way around.”

Faelan’s silver eyes softened. “I’ll keep him behind me,” he said.

“You’ll keep him beside you,” she corrected gently. “That’s where he fights best.” She tapped two knuckles to his chest, just over the steady thrum of his heart. “And that’s where you love best.”

Samuel cleared his throat nearby, pointedly not intruding. Lucielle turned to him and the battlefield disappeared entirely from her face. They met like two oaths that had found the same sentence, her palms against his jaw, his hands at her waist. She kissed him once, twice; the second time, he smiled into it the way men do when they’ve survived long enough to be grateful for every small, ordinary miracle.

“Don’t forget you have a wife,” she murmured.

“Impossible,” Samuel said, happiness hiding under the gruff. “You command both my armies.”

She drew back, voice carrying again. “In your absence, Captain, I am Knight-Commander and Squire-Commander. I’ll drill until the courtyard smokes.”

Samuel’s brows rose. “I almost pity the courtyard.”

“Almost,” she agreed, then set her palms between his shoulder blades and pushed him toward the gangplank with affectionate impatience. “Go save a life.”

Lucielle turned one last time to Alexander and Faelan. “You two, look out for one another, and try to enjoy sometime away from it all, this is a vocation of sorts for you both....” A beat. “Proud of you,” she added, so simply it hit like a bell.

“Lines!” Samuel called.

Ropes thudded onto deck. The Pride tugged lightly against the quay, restless as a hound nosing a door.

As Alexander stood on the plank, watching the last of the preparations, Faelan came to his shoulder, thoughtful quiet wrapped around him like a second cloak. “You didn’t have to fight for me in the council chamber,” he murmured.

Alexander turned, something unarmored crossing his face. “Yes, I did,” he said. “And I always will.”

Faelan swallowed, pulse jumping. “Then I’ll make sure this mission is a success.”

“I never doubted it,” Alexander replied, squeezing his shoulder once, steady, sure.

They boarded together.

Sailors loosed the hawser; the Pride eased from her berth like a held breath let go. Malfus tapped the main line and the self-trimming rig caught wind that hadn’t existed a heartbeat earlier, runes sifting the air’s weight into forward hunger. Water curled white beneath the bow.

“Keep her plain,” Alexander said, hands on the rail. “No sprint unless we’re chased.”

“Aye,” Samuel returned, the word an oath.

The city narrowed behind them, spires thinning, the bells becoming memory. On the eastern bastion, a lone figure that wore the emperor’s face lifted a hand. Alexander raised his in answer, two masks saluting across water.

“Course?” Samuel asked.

Alexander’s gaze cut west, to a line where sea met sky and the world pretended not to keep secrets. “A straight one,” he said. “And quiet.”

The Pride angled into open water. Sails bellied. Runes whispered. Sun spilled gold across the deck and threw long, clean shadows that pointed toward the horizon. Somewhere far ahead, a blackstone keep rehearsed its next scene.

Ethenor’s answer moved toward it at the speed of intention, cloaked not in shadow, but in resolve.

Day 1: The Journey to Asteloria

The Pride took the wind like a promise, skimming the chop with a cat’s sure-footed grace. Her rune-rig trimmed itself in quiet adjustments; lines breathed and held; the hollow keel drank and returned the swell so smoothly that even the gulls seemed to approve. From the helm, the sea ran out clean and endless, the horizon a thin silver thread pulled taut.

Alexander stood easy at the wheel, one hand resting light on its polished spokes, the other shading his eyes as he read the light. Footsteps padded up, soft, familiar.

“I still can’t believe this thing actually works,” Faelan said, squinting into the glittering expanse. A smile tugged. “Though I suppose I should, given who made it.”

“Did you doubt me?” Alexander asked, all mock offense.

“Only slightly.” Faelan held up two fingers, then squinted as if reconsidering. “All right, three parts admiration, one part concern.”

“Walk the plank,” Alexander decided.

“Then who would cook?” Faelan shot back, already turning toward the companionway.

Alexander blinked. “Wait. You’re cooking?”

Faelan looked over his shoulder as if the answer were obvious. “Unless Ethenor’s Pride also bakes bread, stirs stews, and seasons properly, yes.” He sniffed the air, thoughtful. “Do we have thyme? Berylia seems like the sort to pack thyme.”

From the railing, Samuel’s laugh rolled warm. “Boy’s got a point, Alex. A hot meal at sea is worth more than gold.”

Alexander’s mouth tilted in surrender. “Fine. But I’m helping.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Faelan said, and disappeared below.

The galley was more clever than grand: an enchanted stove that held steady heat without smoke; racks fitted tight against sway; jars lashed into their cubbies. Alexander ducked in to find Faelan moving like he’d always belonged there, sleeves shoved to the elbows, a rhythm to his work that hummed of contentment. He browned onions to sweetness, threw in salted beef cut thin, then added river beans, carrots, and a splash of watered wine. A satchel from Berylia’s provided supplies, she was there in spirit, produced not only thyme but bay, pepper, and, miracle of miracles, a swirl of honey.

“You look good like this,” Alexander said, leaning in the doorway, useless and happy to be.

Faelan snorted without looking up. “Like what, sweaty and bossed around by a pot?” He added a pinch of salt, tasted, nodded. “Hand me the ladle.”

Alexander stepped beside him, shoulder to shoulder. The kitchen made them smaller, made the world quieter. “Like you’re... relaxed,” he said, offering the ladle handle-first. “Happy.”

Faelan’s stirring slowed for half a breath. “Well,” he murmured, “someone has to keep you from starv, careful, that’s hot.” He took the ladle back, filled bowls with a practiced twist of wrist.

They carried two up to the main deck where lanterns had been lit and the last warmth of day shook itself into gold. Samuel and Lucielle’s four accepted their servings with murmured thanks. Faelan set a bowl in Alexander’s hands last, the spoon tucked just so, the steam carrying rosemary and comfort.

“For you, Your Highness,” he said, and the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

“Call me that again,” Alexander warned lightly, “and I’ll have you swab the deck with your hair.”

“It would be the cleanest deck on the sea,” Faelan said, sitting close enough that their knees almost touched.

They ate with the soft clink of wood on wood; the ship breathed; the sky went from apricot to bruised plum. Warm stew loosened the tightness everyone pretended not to carry. Laughter came easy in small pockets: Helmi telling a story of a storm that ate a mast, the archer tracing constellations with his spoon, Samuel declaring the thyme “military-grade.”

At one point, a dot of gravy collected at the corner of Faelan’s lower lip. Without thinking, Alexander reached over and brushed it away with his thumb. The touch lingered a heartbeat too long; Faelan’s breath hitched, eyes flicking up, bright even in the lantern’s glow.

“Sorry,” Alexander said, softer than the sea.

“Don’t be,” Faelan managed, and his cheeks warmed to the color of dusk.

They finished in companionable quiet. Faelan rose to collect bowls; Alexander rose, too, and together they navigated the small rituals of cleaning and stowing. Hands bumped. Smiles happened without permission. On his way back below, Faelan pressed a small cloth bundle into one knight’s palm, a heel of bread and a wedge of something sweet Berylia had labeled for morale. The knight pretended indifference and then hid it with the care one gives a spell.

Later, when the ship had settled into her night sounds, the creak of timber, the whisper of sail, the muted murmur of first watch, Alexander and Faelan found themselves at the bow, alone. The lanterns behind them made the sea ahead seem even darker, a vast velvet field scattered with ice-cold stars. Spray kissed their knuckles where they gripped the rail.

“For a long time,” Faelan said at last, voice barely above the water, “I thought loving you would always have to feel like this.” He gestured toward the horizon, wide, unreachable. “Far. Beautiful. Not mine to touch.”

Alexander let the words settle between them like another shared bowl, warm and necessary. “I kept trying to call it anything but what it was,” he admitted. “Respect. Gravity. The reason I slept badly.” A breath. “I knew the truth. I just wasn’t brave enough to say it aloud. Not until this morning.”

Faelan’s laugh was soft, disbelieving and fond. “You picked an excellent time. Nothing like an interrupted kiss to sharpen the memory.”

They stood like that for a while, shoulder brushing shoulder, the world reduced to wind and water and the meter of two lives finally keeping the same time.

“I meant what I said,” Alexander went on, eyes on the seam where sky stitched to sea. “Diplomacy first. But if he tries to hurt you, or that girl ...”

Faelan’s hand slid down the rail until it found Alexander’s. Their fingers didn’t lace; they simply rested together, warm and steady. “We make our own meaning,” Faelan said. “And then we take her home.”

A gull cried once, far off. Somewhere aft, a knight coughed, the sound swallowed by canvas. Malfus’s quiet tread passed and then was gone, dignity carefully averting its eyes.

“Do you ever think,” Faelan asked after a time, “that this... us... is a peace we’re allowed to keep?”

“I intend to,” Alexander said, simple as a vow. “And if the world objects, it can negotiate.”

Faelan huffed a laugh. “Spoken like an emperor.”

“Spoken like a man who wants breakfast with you again,” Alexander said, and that earned him a look that warmed more thoroughly than cloaks.

“Breakfast I can promise,” Faelan replied. “Peace... we’ll make as we go.”

They lingered until the night deepened to ink and the sea smoothed to a sigh. When the watch bells marked the hour, Faelan gave Alexander’s hand the smallest squeeze and stepped back.

“Sleep,” he said.

“You first,” Alexander countered.

“Together,” Faelan compromised, the word absurd and perfect in the context of a ship with too many ears. He tipped his head toward the companionway, smile tugging. “I’ll make tea to help.”

“Ugly armor. Tea. Threats of plank-walking,” Alexander mused as they moved aft. “You’re a study in contrasts.”

“I’m a craftsman,” Faelan said. “We balance what we build.”

Behind them, the Pride cut onward, quiet and certain. Above, the stars seemed to approve, old witnesses to new vows, pricked in light across a sky that, for once, felt like it might be on their side. And far ahead, beyond the line where dark met darker, a keep of black stone waited, rehearsing its cruelties.

They would intervene.

But not yet, not in this small hour, where two men were allowed to be only themselves: full of courage and fear and the sort of tenderness that makes both bearable.

Day 2: The Journey to Asteloria

The next morning came gentle and unhurried.

The sea outside was calm, waves rolling in rhythmic hushes against the hull as dawn spilled gold across the windows of Alexander’s private quarters. The ship creaked softly, still drowsy in the early light.

Alexander stirred before the bells, memory of the night before lingering like warmth under his skin. He reached toward the other side of the bed and found it empty, but not cold.

A faint, savory scent drifted from beyond the door.

He smiled. Of course.

The door to the galley was cracked open when he arrived. Inside, Faelan stood at the small stove, sleeves rolled to his elbows, hair slightly mussed, humming something quiet and melodic. The rhythm of his movements, pour, stir, taste, was almost hypnotic.

“Move,” Alexander said from the doorway, voice still thick with sleep but carrying that unmistakable imperial command.

Faelan jumped slightly, then glanced over his shoulder, arching a brow. “Excuse me?”

Alexander stepped into the cramped space, folding his arms. “You cooked for us yesterday. It’s my turn.”

Faelan’s smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You can’t cook.”

Alexander looked deeply offended. “I can cook.”

“Can you?”

“Perfectly.”

Faelan leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms. “I find that difficult to believe.”

“Then watch,” Alexander said simply, brushing past him.

He rolled up his sleeves, reached for the pan, and then paused, realizing there were three different oils to choose from. He looked back.

Faelan was smiling like a man watching a small child pick up a sword for the first time. “Do you even know what those are?”

Alexander pointed to one confidently. “That one.”

“That’s for lamp fuel.”

“...The other one, then.”

Faelan laughed outright, his earlier composure crumbling. “Fine. But I’m supervising. If you burn the ship down, I’ll deny all involvement.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” Alexander said, trying not to grin as he set the pan on the enchanted stove. “Though, I do have runes installed to prevent such acts.”

The morning filled with the kind of light and laughter that came only when the world was small, just two people, a ship at sea, and the quiet joy of pretending there was no kingdom waiting beyond the waves.

Faelan corrected his seasoning once. Twice. By the third time, Alexander swatted his hand away with mock indignation. “Whose breakfast is this?”

“Apparently mine, since you’re ruining it.”

“Mutiny,” Alexander declared, flipping the fish with surprising precision.

When it was finally done, they sat at the small table by the porthole, two plates, two cups, sunlight turning the steam into ribbons of gold. The air smelled of butter, sea salt, and something faintly sweet.

Faelan took one cautious bite, then blinked. “This is... actually good.”

Alexander tilted his head. “Doubting me again?”

Faelan looked up through his lashes, smiling. “Never.”

They ate slowly, savoring the rare peace between them, the steady roll of the ship, the flicker of morning light across Faelan’s freckles, the quiet sound of Alexander’s laugh when Faelan caught him sneaking extra honey onto his bread.

For a while, there was nothing emperor or councilor about them, just two men sharing a meal, the ocean outside an unbroken mirror of calm.

When they finally left the cabin, the sun was fully risen, casting sharp light across the deck. The smell of something hearty, roasted grain, salted pork, rose from the main galley.

Samuel stood there, spoon in hand, presiding over a bubbling pot while the knights waited in a loose line. His eyes found Alexander and Faelan instantly, a knowing gleam already waiting.

“Well,” he said, pretending to stir. “Seems I won’t need to make you two breakfast.” His grin was half mischief, half paternal warmth. “But the others still need feeding, so try not to distract my kitchen staff with your... I digress... That is not there business.”

Faelan flushed a soft pink; Alexander tried, and failed, to look stern. “You’re enjoying this far too much.”

Samuel chuckled. “Grandfathers earn their fun. Now go on, before I make you peel potatoes with the squires.”

Faelan bowed mockingly low, lips twitching. “Yes, Grandfather.”

Samuel’s laughter followed them as they climbed back toward the upper deck. The morning wind met them there, crisp and clean. Faelan’s hair caught the light like polished copper; Alexander couldn’t help the small, private smile that found him again.

For now, the sea was calm, their mission still far ahead, but for the first time in months, Alexander felt something he hadn’t in years.

Peace.

And beside him, Faelan’s quiet presence made that peace feel like something worth fighting for.

The day stretched long and languid across the open sea. By midafternoon, the air had grown thick with salt and warmth, the kind that shimmered just above the water and softened even the sound of the sails.

At the stern, Samuel sat perched on a barrel with a fishing rod in hand, the line arcing lazily into the blue. His coat was off, sleeves rolled, the breeze tugging strands of silver from his tied-back hair. When he spotted Alexander crossing the deck with a stack of charts, he barked a single word: “Enough.”

Alexander blinked. “Enough?”

“Enough working.” Samuel motioned him over with the rod. “You’re not Emperor out here, you’re crew. Sit.”

“I’m not...”

“Sit,” Samuel repeated, and when the young emperor hesitated, his grandfather added, “If you keep pacing holes in my deck, you’ll be the one patching them.”

That earned a reluctant laugh. Alexander set his charts aside and lowered himself to the planks beside the old knight, hands resting on his knees.

A moment later, Faelan appeared from the companionway, curiosity tugging him forward. “I was beginning to wonder who you were ordering around this time,” he said lightly, then spotted the rods. “Fishing?”

Samuel grinned and reached into the bucket at his feet. “You’re both hopelessly overqualified for politics and underqualified for patience. Seems a good time for a lesson.” He handed each of them a rod, already baited.

Alexander eyed his skeptically. “I’ve hunted wyverns. This feels... beneath me.”

Samuel chuckled. “Wyverns fight back. The sea doesn’t care if you’re a god or a fool. It just waits. That’s what makes this harder.”

He gestured toward the rippling expanse before them. “Now, you cast, and you breathe. You wait. And while you wait, you listen.”

“Listen to what?” Alexander asked.

Samuel’s grin deepened. “To something other than your own thoughts.”

For a while, the only sound was the slap of water against hull and the soft creak of the lines. Then, after several minutes of comfortable silence, Faelan’s voice broke the stillness.

“You must have a thousand stories,” he said.

Samuel’s eyes twinkled. “I do. And some of them are even true.”

That earned quiet laughter. For the next hour, he wove through memories with the ease of a man who had carried them long enough to polish the sharp edges down. He spoke of storms that broke ships but not spirit, of kings who learned humility through failure, and of knights who won battles by kindness instead of steel.

Faelan listened with bright, intent eyes, leaning forward each time Samuel’s tone dipped into something mischievous. “And then,” Samuel said, “Ethan decides he’ll teach the squires how to duel. This was back during the Imp Rebellion, when Ethan and Michael were young, and not yet kings, or emperors, or gods...”

“Oh no,” Faelan murmured, grinning.

“Oh yes,” Samuel said, delight curling his words. “He swings once, clean form, good angle, and his cape, freshly polished with oil, catches a spark from the lantern. Goes up like festival tinder.”

Alexander groaned. “No.”

“Oh yes,” Samuel said again, laughing now. “Michael tackled him straight into the pond behind the training grounds. Came out smoking and swearing he would never let that happen again.”

Even Faelan laughed then, the sound bright as sunlight on water.

When it faded, Alexander asked quietly, “What was he like? The Ethan you knew. Before all the glory and titles. When he was a child.”

Samuel’s line went still. His expression softened with the weight of memory. “Brilliant,” he said finally. “Too clever by half. He’d test every rule until it bent, but never to break people, just to see how far the world could stretch before it snapped.” He looked to Alexander then, eyes kind and piercing all at once. “Stubborn as granite. Loyal as sunrise. The kind of man who’d burn his own crown if it meant saving another’s home.”

He gave a small, thoughtful pause. “Much like someone else I know.”

Alexander’s mouth quirked, but he didn’t look up from his line. “You’re comparing me to a legend again.”

“I’m reminding you where legends come from,” Samuel said. “They start with boys who care too much. And hearts refusing to be tainted or changed by the world.”

The words landed heavier than either expected. Faelan glanced sidelong at Alexander, saw the way his grip tightened subtly on the rod, the quiet battle between pride and humility flickering in his eyes.

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was full, like the space between waves, steady, meaningful.

Then, the reel on Faelan’s rod twitched. He startled, pulling too quickly, and the line snapped free with a splash.

Samuel chuckled. “Patience, boy.”

“I have patience,” Faelan muttered.

“Clearly not enough to feed yourself,” Alexander teased.

They stayed until the sun slanted low and bronze across the deck, until the shadows of the rigging grew long and the wind shifted cool. It was the kind of afternoon that settled into the bones, a rare peace between duties, a glimpse of something almost domestic.

For Faelan, it was grounding. This, laughter, stories, and sunlight, felt like belonging. For Alexander, it was something rarer still: normalcy. A moment when he could be grandson, companion, man, not emperor.

But peace, as always, was temporary.

A cry shattered the quiet.

“Ships ahead! A blockade!”

The three of them were on their feet instantly. Samuel’s fishing rod clattered forgotten to the deck.

Alexander strode to the bow, Faelan beside him. In the distance, dark sails rose like jagged teeth, rows upon rows of them, bearing the crimson crest of Asteloria. The enemy fleet spread across the horizon, forming an unbroken wall of steel and shadow.

“Damn it,” Samuel muttered, his calm shifting to command. “They knew we were coming.”

Faelan’s jaw tightened. “They won’t let us through peacefully, will they?”

“No,” Alexander said, eyes narrowing. The wind caught his hair, gold glinting like drawn steel. “But they’ll learn we don’t turn back.”

He turned, voice rising over the growing roar of the sea. “Stations! Ready the rune cannons, but hold fire until my signal!”

Crew scrambled, boots hammering across the deck. One knight emerged from below, already muttering over the shimmering lines that veined the ship’s hull. Samuel’s orders cut clean through the chaos, measured, steady, the voice of a man who had done this too many times to panic now.

Faelan moved to Alexander’s side. “What’s the plan?”

“Diplomacy,” Alexander said grimly. “If they allow it.”

“And if they don’t?”

Alexander’s hand went to the sword strapped to his back, the hilt gleaming faintly in the stormlight. “Then we remind them whose waters they’ve dared to block.”

As if to answer, a thunderous crack split the air. A cannon fired from the lead ship, a warning shot that hissed past their bow and exploded harmlessly into the sea.

The message was clear.

Alexander didn’t flinch. He lifted his gaze to the horizon, jaw set. “So be it.”

He looked to Faelan, their eyes locking. In that shared moment, before orders, before battle, the world narrowed to the quiet understanding between them.

“Together?” Faelan asked.

“Always,” Alexander said.

And as the next volley rumbled in the distance, Ethenor’s Pride surged forward into the teeth of the blockade, her runes flaring alive, her sails singing with power, carrying a promise born of love, duty, and defiance straight into the storm.
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Chapter Two: The Shifting Wind
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The wind had shifted.

It came now from the east, salt-heavy and electric, curling through the rigging of Ethenor’s Pride like a whisper of warning. The blockade ahead had grown sharper in the light, the crimson sails of Asteloria gleaming like the teeth of a waiting beast.

Alexander stood at the prow, one hand resting on the ship’s railing, the other lifted slightly in the air. His eyes were closed, the ocean wind threading through his golden hair as his mind stretched outward, farther than sight, farther than sound, across the distance separating him from the enemy fleet.

A pulse rippled through the air, soft at first, then resonant.

The sea itself seemed to hold its breath.

Across the waves, the Astelorian flagship faltered. Its captain, a broad-shouldered man with a scar running down his temple, stiffened as a voice not his own filled his mind, steady, imperial, and cold as command itself.

“Cease this hostility at once,” Alexander’s thought rang through the man’s consciousness.

“I am Alexander Soterios, Emperor of Ethenor. We come on diplomatic ground, not conquest. Stand down.”

The captain’s jaw clenched. He looked to the rising gold-and-blue banners of the approaching ship, the sigil of Ethenor blazing across her sails, and sneered.

“Ethenor stands with the Iticas Empire,” his mind snarled back. “You are enemies through alliance. We serve King Roderic. You are no friend of ours.”

The link snapped.

For a heartbeat, silence hung suspended between the fleets. Then, like thunder breaking, the order came: “FIRE!”

The sea exploded.

Black-iron cannonballs screamed through the air, trailing smoke and sparks as they tore across the waves. Ethenor’s Pride did not turn away. The first volley struck her broadside, and met not wood, but light.

A crystalline shimmer erupted along the hull, runes igniting in cascading sequence, emerald, sapphire, and gold, forming a living barrier that flashed brighter than the dawn. The cannonballs ricocheted harmlessly into the sea, hissing as they vanished beneath plumes of spray.

A second volley followed, heavier, closer. Again, the runes flared, absorbing impact and converting it into radiant arcs that rippled harmlessly outward like waves over glass.

Samuel, gripping the rail beside Alexander, stared in stunned admiration. “By the gods... she drinks the attacks. The energy, she’s feeding on it.”

“She’s built to endure,” Alexander murmured. “And to answer.”

He lifted his hand, two fingers in the air. “Now.”

The runes lining the ship’s flanks brightened, resonating in harmony. From beneath the waterline, Ethenor’s Pride came alive. Massive rune-etched cannons unfolded from hidden panels, their barrels glowing with condensed light, each inscribed with Calista’s ancient sigils of judgment.

The first blast was not sound, it was symphony. 

Light split the horizon.

Bolts of pure, sun-forged energy lanced through the air, striking the nearest Astelorian ship amidships. The vessel disintegrated in a single, incandescent instant, no flame, no wreckage, only vapor and a ripple across the sea.

The second shot followed, twin beams of silver and gold curving through the smoke like living comets. They collided midair, releasing a shockwave that sent three enemy ships spinning away like driftwood.

“By every star above...” Faelan whispered, awe shining in his silver eyes.

Samuel barked orders as sailors manned the rigging, adjusting sails that moved of their own accord, guided by subtle runic winds. The ship banked sharply, too sharply for something her size, cutting across the oncoming barrage with predatory grace.

Another cannonball volley came, a storm of iron and flame.

Alexander’s eyes narrowed. “Deflect.”

The runes obeyed. A dome of prismatic energy surged outward, catching the cannon fire mid-air. The projectiles froze, suspended in glittering stillness. Then, with a flick of Alexander’s wrist, they turned, reversed, and shot back toward their origin with twice the force.

The blockade erupted in chaos. Ships splintered, sails caught fire, men shouted prayers to gods who no longer answered.

Through it all, Ethenor’s Pride moved like a phantom, untouchable, majestic. Her hull shimmered with golden light, each rune along her surface glowing with layered precision. She did not roar or tremble; she sang, her magic harmonizing with the hum of the wind.

Faelan gripped the railing beside Alexander. “She’s not just a ship,” he breathed. “She’s a symphony.”

Alexander’s lips curved faintly. “She’s Ethenor.”

Another Astelorian warship broke formation, turning broadside and charging headlong toward them. Its captain, desperate, screamed for a ramming strike.

Alexander didn’t blink.

He raised one hand, tracing a circle in the air. Runes flared, amber this time, drawing light into a radiant sphere before him.

“Enough.”

The air compressed, and a beam of sunlight, pure and condensed, lanced downward from the heavens. It struck the oncoming vessel dead center, splitting it from mast to keel in a blinding flash. When the light faded, only drifting embers remained.

For a long moment, no one fired. The surviving ships wavered. Then, one by one, their flags rose, white and trembling in the wind.

The sea fell silent.

Ethenor’s Pride cut through the smoke like a god descending through stormclouds. The water around her shimmered gold where the runes bled faint light into the sea.

Samuel exhaled slowly. “They’ll remember this day.”

“They’ll remember the warning,” Alexander said. He pressed his palm to the polished bridge console, a panel of living stone, inscribed with a circle of runes. A pulse of golden light spread across the hull as he activated the ship’s final ward.

All along the vessel, runes brightened in synchronized response. A shimmering veil rose from the waterline to the mast tops, wrapping the ship in translucent radiance. A message materialized above the deck, glowing in bold, ancient Ethenorian script: “unauthorized entry will trigger detonation , crew access only.”

The words hovered for a moment before fading back into the ether, leaving only a faint hum of power.

Alexander turned toward the horizon. Through the thinning smoke, the dark spires of Asteloria rose from the coastline, black stone fortresses crowned in crimson banners, watching them like the eyes of a dragon.

Faelan stepped up beside him, gaze steady. “They’ll be waiting.”

Alexander’s expression didn’t waver. “Then let them wait.”

The emperor’s cloak caught the wind as he turned back to his crew, voice cutting clean across the deck.

“Lower sails. Hold position outside their harbor. They’ll come to us.”

The sunlight glinted off the Ethenorian crest on his breastplate, blazing like a second dawn. Around him, the crew moved in perfect, disciplined rhythm, knights and mages, human and troll, working as one under their emperor’s quiet command.

Behind them, the broken blockade smoldered on the horizon, a monument of flame and ruin. Ahead, the kingdom of Asteloria awaited.

And Ethenor’s Pride, gleaming with divine and mortal brilliance alike, drifted forward through the calm with the serene inevitability of destiny itself.

The docks were already lined.

Astelorian banners, crimson fields stitched with a black sun, hung motionless in the windless harbor, a stillness that felt staged. Soldiers in lacquered armor stood at attention along the jetty, their polished helms reflecting the gold that still bled from Ethenor’s Pride. Between them, a single walkway had been left open, a corridor of courtesy ending at a man who did not bother to be announced.

King Roderic Alvarán waited where sea met stone.

He stood with hands clasped behind his back, posture unthreatening and utterly immovable. His robes were midnight velvet edged in thread-of-gold that caught the light like coiled snakes; the crown, wrought of black iron and set with dark quartz, sat not on his brow so much as it weighed there. His smile was small and precise, like a blade turned sideways. Power gathered around him the way fog collects in low places: unseen until it chills you to the bone.

The boarding plank set down with a dull thud.

Alexander crossed first, Samuel half a step to his right, Faelan to his left, and a slim wedge of knights in their wake, disciplined, silent, sunbursts of Ethenor gleaming on their breastplates. Behind them, Ethenor’s Pride hovered just off the pilings, runes faintly aglow beneath the waterline, her warning sigils a low shimmer in the morning air.

Roderic’s gaze lingered on the ship, a single heartbeat too long, before sliding back to Alexander with that same measured smile.

“Why come here, young Emperor?” His voice was smooth, cultured, warmed by hospitality and cooled by calculation. “A grand entrance. A terrible mess. And now... a visit.”

“Not a visit,” Alexander said. “A negotiation. I’ve come to secure the release of your slave.”

At that, the air on the jetty shifted. Not a ripple of movement, just a tightening, like the harbor took a smaller breath.

Roderic laughed, quiet, incredulous, almost indulgent. “A slave? What slave?”

Samuel stepped forward, the old general’s eyes hard as struck flint. “The elven one.”

The king’s expression cooled by a degree, the smile thinning until it became a line. He exhaled through his nose, not a sigh, not yet annoyance; instead, a man choosing which mask to wear next.

“My daughter?” he said at last.

Alexander’s eyes narrowed. “Your what?”

Roderic turned, the movement so unhurried it skirted on insolence, and lifted a hand. “Come. If you will accuse me in my own harbor, at least allow me the pleasure of proving you wrong.”

He didn’t wait to see if they followed.

They did.

Asteloria unspooled around them like a story trying to convince itself it had a happy ending.

At first glance, the city lived. Market streets thrummed with commerce: heaps of saffron and star anise, dyed silks strung from canopy to canopy, glass baubles catching light in a thousand fractured colors. Children wove between carts in a tangle of laughter. Bakers shouted prices. A pair of buskers sang in harmony, their notes curling into the salt-warm air.

But Samuel’s eyes didn’t watch the color, they hunted the seams. He could sense something was off, as he did when he used to work in Hiddleston.

He noticed how the patrols came too frequently, how their routes intersected at regular intervals like a net being drawn. He saw the way laughter dimmed at the sight of a black-iron gorget, how a shopkeeper’s smile faltered and then returned, brighter, too bright, the moment a soldier passed by. He noted placards nailed to post and pillar alike, elegant, tasteful, impossible to miss, etched with a simple decree: “Magic is heresy.”

Beneath the lettering, a stylized crown, Roderic’s.

Faelan felt it too, but differently. The city had a resonance, and resonances tell truths. The public squares rang with cheer; the alleys hummed with quiet fear. Even the stones of the street held heat oddly, as if they’d been blackened long ago and re-polished since.

Alexander said nothing. He didn’t have to; his gaze cataloged everything, filing it under weapon, weakness, lie.

They passed beneath an arch of blackstone into the palace district, where the warmth of the market chilled into a curated hush. The fortress that rose there looked poured from night: obsidian walls drank the light rather than reflected it, their surfaces so smoothly worked they mirrored distorted fragments of the sky. Statues of kings gone by lined the approach, each rendered in the same dark stone, each crowned, each with a sword tip pointed down as if pinning the ground itself in place.

Faelan’s whisper was barely a breath. “I was expecting chains and despair.”

“They’re in pretty chains,” Samuel muttered back, low enough for only them to hear. “That’s the trick. Hiddleston wore them too; polished the cuffs and called it order.”

As they climbed the last steps to the keep, the change was unmistakable. The city’s staged warmth thinned into curated silence. Lamps burned smokeless oil. Incense, amber and myrrh, hung beneath the high eaves, not to sanctify, Alexander realized, but to mask. There was an ash-note underneath it, faint and old, like a hearth that had burned something it shouldn’t and has never quite forgotten how it smelled.

The fortress itself rose like a verdict. Blackstone drank the light, refusing reflection, so that even the sun seemed to dim at the threshold. Guards stood every ten paces, helm crests identical, spears at the same angle, knuckles bloodless on ash-wood shafts. No pennants stirred; no music echoed. Control was the only adornment.

Alexander’s jaw set. This... this was the true heart of Asteloria.

Inside the grand hall, the crimson-and-gold banners were too crisp, too new. A dais of onyx carried a narrow throne with a crown motif hammered into the back like a brand. To either side stood magistrates in black, their collars stiff with scripture, MAGIC IS HERESY stitched not in words but in sigil-lines, repeating like a curse.

“Your proof,” Roderic said mildly, as if discussing weather.

At the far end of the chamber, flanked by two royal guards, stood a young elf. Her gown fell in midnight-blue planes, the silk caught with silver filigree at the seams. The points of her ears peeked through pale-gold hair braided over one shoulder. When her gaze found Faelan, her breath hitched; the practiced court-poise cracked.

“No way!” she squealed, and the words were so genuine they rang against the marble.

She ran, actually ran, the length of the hall and threw her arms around him. Armor shifted; guards twitched. Faelan froze, then steadied her gently, easing her back at the elbows to arm’s length. Up close, details spoke louder than ceremony: a healed lattice of burn-scar soft beneath the hollow of her throat; no rune-glow at her jewelry; the tiniest flinch when the word magic was spoken in the magistrates’ sidebar two columns away.

“You’re... an elf,” he said, disbelief and wonder tangled in his voice. “How did an elf end up here? Raised by him?” He cut a glance past her shoulder to Roderic, suspicion clean and sharp.

She stepped back, smoothed her skirts with a reflex that had been taught, then offered a warm, apologetic smile that had not. “I am Princess Catlina, adopted daughter of King Roderic.” She dipped her head, eyes bright. “Forgive me. I didn’t know more of us survived.”

Faelan’s brow creased. “Survived what?”

Catlina’s smile wilted into something carefully solemn, as if lifted from a shelf and set between them. “The Elven Lands genocide,” she said, the words level. “My parents fled years before, disillusioned with the queen’s arrogance. They found a different faith, devotion to War.” A magistrate nodded, almost imperceptibly. “They became the king’s trusted advisors, his dearest friends. And then... I was born.”

She paused. The tremor in her voice felt real; the shape of the story did not.

“When our heritage was discovered, our home was burned.” Her fingers touched the scar
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