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        Her birth sparked a war. She’s vowed to end it.

      

      

      

      Since she could hold a knife, eighteen-year-old Seren Moralis—bastard daughter of the enemy prince—has been fighting to prove her loyalty to the Primordian nobilis. After pledging to her uncle’s House, she overhears his war plans to send a “weapon” to infiltrate the hidden holds of the Felinae. He must mean her. A surprise betrothal, however, has her running into the arms of her enemies under the guise of being the one thing she despises—a traitor.

      

      Under the scrutiny of Llion Llewyn—a ruthless Felinae mercenary—and his young recruits, Seren bides her time spying, waiting until she can take her revenge on Prince Alban, the last royal, for the dishonour his uncle did to her mother. But as the lines between enemies, friends, and lovers blur, Seren discovers a shocking secret: her new “friends” have been hiding otherworldly abilities that make them living weapons.

      

      When her uncle captures one of Llion’s spies, Seren is forced to dance along the knife’s edge between two oaths of loyalty. Even one misstep will have grave consequences. Yet all her sacrifices to gain her enemies’ trust may be in vain for Llion harbours dark secrets of his own. And if the mercenary gets his way, Seren won’t live long enough to step near the hidden prince, let alone break her oaths ever again.
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      Dear reader,

      

      This book uses Canadian spelling, according to the Canadian Oxford Dictionary, 2nd Edition. You might notice some words spelled according to British usage, while other words use American spelling. This is Canadian spelling in a nutshell. We couldn’t decide which spelling system to use, so we took a little from column A and a little from column B. After all, we wouldn’t want to offend anyone.

      You may also notice the use of the Oxford serial comma. Now that just makes good sense no matter how you spell harbour or realize.

      

      
        
        Content Notes

      

      

      Oathbreaker is an adult fantasy novel with themes for mature readers. More content information can be found on my website:

      
        
        www.linktr.ee/meghantomlinson
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        Meghan T.
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      Over the beat of the drums and the trills of the reed pipes, Seren Moralis heard the muttered insults as though the sullen voice whispered in her ear. The source—a nob with barely a chin beard—leaned over a Conquer board at a stone table on the far side of the crowded hall. Nobs like him never thought there would be consequences for dishonouring her behind her back. It was worse than if they flung it in her face. Then, at least, she could challenge them to Aequitas.

      Her fists curled at her sides, aching to do just that, and her feet altered course toward the game players. Bringing her elbows up, she pushed her way through the writhing mass of young nobilis who imitated the hip-swaying of the dancers on display. The decadence of the entertainment and the exhibitionism of her peers made her lip curl. One such nob, in plum-coloured silk and dark tight-fitting pants, made the mistake of stepping out in front of her. Clearly, he was drunk or flying, or he wouldn’t dare leer at her.

      “Dance with us.”

      Ridiculous. What he was doing wasn’t dancing, not like Master Kai had taught her. She easily sidestepped his hand—right into a serv, who had appeared out of nowhere with a tray of fluted glasses of Ambrosia. The pale honey-coloured liquid splashed over his finely embroidered tunic—special for Pledging Night—and narrowly missed her white ceremonial wrap. Glass shattered on the polished stone floor at her sandalled feet.

      Solfire. The last thing she needed was to be publicly humiliated tonight by this spectacle.

      “Clumsy lout,” the decadent nob sneered, stumbling back from the drenched serv who was already on his hands and knees, picking up the shards and cutting himself in his haste. “If you injured, Mistressa⁠—?”

      He still didn’t realize who she was. She lifted her chin so he could have a good look at her while she glared at him. “This is all your fault.”

      His shapely mouth snapped shut—or maybe the force of her scowl stole his words—and she watched as recognition stole over his arrogant face. Fool. She wouldn’t be the centre of attention now if he hadn’t gotten in her way.

      Before his shock at finding himself conversing with Seren Moralis shifted into an insult she’d be unable to ignore, someone tugged at her elbow. The familiar scent of earthiness after a rainstorm, however, stopped her from striking out at the soft touch.

      “Goddess, Seren, you ran off like the Amphitheatron was on fire.” A teasing smile lifted the corner of her friend Valera Calissi’s generous mouth before it faded. “It’s not, is it? A fire would severely hamper my night.”

      “It could be on fire.” Seren couldn’t help the dourness in her tone. The phantom attacks of their enemies had grown bolder of late.

      Of course, Valera hadn’t overheard Chin-beard. Her friend didn’t have the blood of their enemies in her veins. Blood that cursed Seren with hearing so acute and sight so keen, she never missed a taunt or a lip curled in her direction. Tonight’s insults were neither new nor original, yet she’d been steps away from challenging Chin-beard to Aequitas and a moment away from ruining all her hard work for the last four years.

      “Even if it is aflame, it’s not your problem,” Valera reminded her. “You’re not a legionnaire yet.” She slipped her arm through Seren’s, ignoring the gawking crowd that had swallowed up both Plum Shirt and the serv. “So let’s get your uncle’s summons over with, and then we can make our pledges and celebrate properly.”

      That was where Seren had been headed, yet her feet would rather take her toward a fight than to the House Moralis rooms in the Amphitheatron. For tonight, on Pledging Night, a summons from the patrius of one’s House meant nothing good.

      “I don’t need an escort, Valla.” Or anyone to witness her shame of being forbidden to pledge to her family’s House.

      “Maybe I’m here for their protection. Those buccones behind us said something, didn’t they?”

      Seren sighed, unsurprised. Her friend possessed a talent for defusing altercations between Seren and their classmates. And she was more perceptive than most gave her pretty face credit for.

      “Not them.” Seren’s gaze slid over her shoulder to where Chin-beard sat among others in the same dark green shirts. He seemed to be deliberating where to advance his miniature legion on the three-tiered gameboard. Around his mop of dark blond hair hung a blueish haze of Ashe smoke, courtesy of the pipe between his lips. She recognized him now from last year’s graduating class. While he wasn’t the first to call her a traitor because of her blood, he was, so far tonight, the first to say it within her hearing.

      “He’s not worth your dreams, Ser.”

      Despite that, Seren’s free hand twitched by her side as he caught her eye and laughed with his companions. How she longed to break his prominent nose, so it never sat straight again. But she couldn’t.

      On Pledging Night, violence of any sort was forbidden. The Consul would disqualify her from pledging her loyalty to her House. Then Uncle Tarquin would be hard-pressed not to disown her, as so many had counselled him to do over the years. The thought of him pinning two silver eagles of House Moralis to her shoulders had kept her from fights in the past. Well, most of them.

      Seren flexed her right hand, feeling the split in her knuckles from the last mouth to take issue with her during the final matches. “They can defame my father all they want, but one day they won’t dare insult my honour.”

      One day, she would have her vengeance on those who considered her lower than dirt. Pity her father was already dead.

      Valera’s hands swept down Seren’s bare arms to squeeze her hands, interrupting her dark thoughts. “No, they won’t.”

      The rest of their walk toward the stairs was unimpeded but not unnoticed. Valera garnered a different sort of attention from those they passed. Swathed in the traditional white linen wrap of a pledge, she was all soft curves and long sunshine tresses; the one good, true thing in Seren’s life. And . . . soon to be lost. After tonight, their duties to their respective Houses would take precedence, and opportunities to see each other would be few.

      As if sensing Seren’s change in mood, Valera paused at the top of the steps. “Your uncle probably has a speech about the responsibilities of a pledged member of House Moralis. On the ride here, my father went on and on about my duty to House Takkakus, then recited our history, all the way back to the founding of the Republic of Primordia.”

      Easy for Valera to roll her eyes at her father’s pomposity. Pater Calissi hadn’t been convicted of treason and executed before she was born.

      “Then you best not wait for me. If Uncle Tarquin starts in about our ancestors coming to this isle, I might miss the Pledging.”

      The weak joke fell flat. Still, she couldn’t let go of Valera just yet, and her fingers threaded through her friend’s. “I’ll find you after I’m done here, down on the floor?”

      Valera looked like she wanted to argue about leaving, but then she nodded solemnly. “And afterwards, we’ll toast each other’s good fortunes to have each other, then drink to the fall of our enemies.”

      Seren’s lips quirked upward. Enemies? Valera had none except the ones she took on her friend’s behalf.

      After another squeeze, their hands parted, and Seren hastened down the stone steps, wracking her mind for any offences she had committed recently and, of those, which ones might alter Uncle Tarquin’s decision. Nothing in particular came to mind.

      She’d answered the Lyceum examiner’s questions as best she could. While she didn’t have the flair for rhetoric that Valera did, she hadn’t done poorly enough on her final examination to warrant banishment to the Detritus Quarter. And she had won honours in her matches without letting her opponents land a single strike. After years of holding back, she’d earned the right to see the looks of astonishment from her classmates when she tossed Sila, the reigning victor of their year, onto her back.

      At the second tier, Seren strode down the corridor toward her House’s private box. Sweet floral notes greeted her as she passed through to the open-air balcony. Here, the less youthful members of House Moralis conversed and indulged in a quiet pre-celebratory drink. None of the men in their old-fashioned robes matched Uncle Tarquin’s profile, but her eyes snagged on a woman in a stunning peacock blue wrap with long auburn tresses. Seren’s breath caught in her chest until the woman turned to greet another.

      Not her mother. Seren dismissed her disappointment and foolish hope. It matter not that Adalyn wasn’t here to celebrate her eldest daughter’s pledging.

      A young page in House Moralis pomegranate motioned to her to follow him into the quiet stone corridor. At each door, Seren’s heart skipped a beat. Behind one of them, her uncle waited. Soon he and all the House patriuses would take a turn on the arena floor to accept new pledges. Or deny them for all the nobilis in the city to witness—a rare occurrence, as it brought dishonour to the House and the pledge. No, if Uncle Tarquin was planning on denying her pledge, he would do it in private. Like this.

      The youth left her at the last door. Heart lodged in her throat, Seren knocked on the wood. After eighteen years, Uncle Tarquin surely wouldn’t disown her now.

      “Uncle?”

      The spot between her brows prickled—it had been doing that a lot lately—and she checked the darkened corridor again for anyone who might be lurking.

      Empty. No sounds came from behind the door, either. Not the beat of a heart or the breath of lungs.

      Disappointment laced with relief stabbed at her. If she had to wait for him, there was no reason she had to do it skulking out here like a scolded child. With a confidence that was fading fast, she opened the door and stepped inside.

      The strange tingling she’d grown accustomed to after that night four years ago assailed her now like a thousand pinpricks along her back, far more intense than ever before. And the air—was there any in this room?

      Gasping for breath, Seren fumbled for her knife, hidden below her armpit in the folds of her ceremonial wrap, but her fingers were heavy and slow. Between her shoulders, her skin burned with the heat of Sol’s hells as if he, the sun god himself, ran a hot iron over her spine. Her muscles spasmed, and she fell to all fours, stifling a scream by biting her tongue until a coppery tang filled her mouth.

      What phantom attack was this? If the Felinae were here . . . they could be after Uncle Tarquin. But the room was empty—at least, she had heard no one before she entered.

      She must alert the guards. But if she called for help, the nobilis would add cowardice to her faults.

      No, she must be the one to handle her attacker. But first, she needed to clear her head of pain. Seren inhaled through her nose.

      I am stone. Stone feels nothing.

      Once, when she was little and had been blubbering over skinned knees, Uncle Tarquin had given her those words. He’d told her how House Moralis was descended from warriors who fought alongside the demigod Uttica in the founding of Primordia. That the descendants of these warriors had built the City of Luminaria after leaving the hedonistic old republic behind. That those who pledged to House Moralis had to be as strong and enduring as the stones upon which their new republic was founded.

      But unlike stone, Seren felt every sensation keenly. It had always been this way, an inherent weakness of her father’s ancestry that, as her uncle had explained, she must overcome.

      While Master Kai would frown at such bemoaning, he would at least acknowledge her suffering after landing a brutal blow in their matches. More than once the tall, hard-faced ascetic had tapped his staff on the sandy floor of his one-room schola where he’d scratched out her lesson for the day: Pain is life. Her only solace now was the words he had scrawled after that: Both shall end.

      Seren prayed the end would come soon. The end of pain, she clarified for any listening deities.

      Then, as quickly as it had come on, the phantom pain dissipated. Seren reached for her knife. Or tried. To her horror, her hands refused to move. Panic sent her heart and thoughts racing. A poisoned dart? The cowards. Yet she hadn’t felt a prick. Perhaps it was a slow-acting agent. Her attackers could be lying in wait as the poison made its way to her heart. Fear clawed at her chest where her ribs had once been broken.

      Assess the threat, Moralis.

      The room offered no hiding spots. Four wooden cradles stood in the centre of a red and white braided carpet, much like the one in the nursery at House Moralis. One cradle rocked back and forth. Had she stumbled into it during the attack?

      Whoever had made the cradle had carved the phases of the moon into the headboard. For the full moon, however, there was a diagonal line through it. If she could move, she might have doubled over at the shock of recognition that hit her. For the past three years, she’d searched Luminaria high and low for a black ring of the same design.

      And here it was on a cradle.

      There wasn’t time to contemplate the strangeness. Like a marionette controlled by an invisible puppeteer, her legs walked to the cradle of their own accord.

      Moon Goddess, what enchantment is this?

      Her head turned, forcing her to look down into the cradle. Beeswax and lemon from the oiled wood tickled her nose. Inside slept a babe, swaddled in linens, with black-brown hair and the squashed face of a newborn. One scrawny leg had kicked free and twitched, while tiny, clenched fists rested by delicate ears. Who had brought a babe to Pledging Night?

      Her hand, of its own volition, slowed the cradle. Only it wasn’t her hand. It was broader and bronzed with black hairs on it. As if possessed by a vengeful wraith, the hands picked up the empty bunting from another cradle, then pushed it down over the infant.

      She screamed, but not a sound came out of her. In vain, she tried to wrest those strange hands of hers away from the babe, but she couldn’t even look away, let alone move a finger.

      “You can’t exist in this world.” The iron timbre that emerged from her wasn’t hers either, but it was familiar.

      Goddess, no.

      Her fear was confirmed when she helplessly glanced up into a mirror on the wall. It reflected none other than her uncle, Tarquin Moralis, standing over the cradle, his jaw clenched in determination. However, his jade-black hair held no silver, and it was cut short, while the lines around his eyes had vanished. His clothing was just as odd. Instead of the legionnaire regalia of a golden breastplate and leather skirt for Pledging Night, he wore the simpler black version of it as donned by the City Patrol.

      With a bang, the door flew open. A woman rushed in, her auburn tresses flying behind her while her pomegranate over wrap flapped untied about her ankles. “You brute!”

      With the determination of a legionnaire, Adalyn Moralis charged her brother, but the collision didn’t budge him from his task. Undaunted, she scratched at his bare arms and hands with a high-pitched screech, and Seren felt each gouge.

      Even as she wished her mother victory, Seren ached to protect herself. Uncle Tarquin did more than that. He let one hand fly, backhanding Adalyn, and Seren felt her hand smash into her mother’s cheek. She didn’t know what shocked her more: the strike or that her mother took it solidly so she could latch onto her brother’s arm. Unbalanced, Uncle Tarquin staggered back from the cradle, pulling Adalyn to the ground with him in a loud crash.

      Seren didn’t pay heed to the pain as Adalyn lay atop her. Had it been too long?

      Then the baby took up a loud wail.

      A cry of relief escaped her mother’s lips. Adalyn shoved her brother back before she scrambled to the cradle. At the sight of her mother settling the squalling babe on her shoulder, Seren’s relief twisted into a fit of inexplicable jealousy. Could one be jealous of oneself? For undoubtedly, this babe was her, and at this precise moment, her mother had loved her. If any of this was a true glimpse of the past.

      In the commotion, a serv had slipped into the room. She stood at the head of the empty cradle, arms raised, and her eyes open but unseeing. With her grey wrap and braided dark hair, the slight woman didn’t look measurably different from other servs—except for the mark upon her brow. A black circle with a slash through it. The same symbol that was on the cradle and the ring Seren searched for.

      “Guards, seize the Felinae spy!” The words flew out of Seren’s mouth as Uncle Tarquin got to his feet. It was astonishing to think a Felinae had infiltrated House Moralis. The Consul had banished their enemies from Luminaria before Seren’s birth.

      Cruel feminine laughter filled the room in the absence of the guards. “Did you forget, brother?” Adalyn held her daughter close to her chest, her cheek flaming red from his strike. “You ordered the guards elsewhere so you could murder my child.”

      “They wouldn’t have stopped me, Adalyn. The honour of our House requires it.” The clipped words tasted bitter in Seren’s mouth. “Father should’ve never let it go this far.”

      If she could have, Seren would’ve fallen to her knees, for her entire world was collapsing under her.

      “You’re despicable.” Unbridled hatred altered her mother’s comely features. “She’s innocent of our faults.”

      Uncle Tarquin’s attention, however, had moved to the Felinae. “You’re the nursemaid. Are you here for the child?”

      “This child,” she crooned, heedless of her impending execution, “will walk with the night and the sun, fathered by many, mothered by none. She will inherit more than the legacy of her bloodlines, for the burdens of all Times are hers.”

      A new urgency hummed through her uncle’s body as he approached the nursemaid. “You speak of an inheritance?”

      If it was from her disgraced father, Seren didn’t want it.

      “Nomi, what is this?” Adalyn demanded as she backed away from her brother.

      “Goddess Seline,” Nomi continued, eyes blank, “has favoured us with a piece of her broken soul to light our way through the darker days to come. Three futures lay before this one, represented by three souls, one for each Time, who may help or hinder her on this journey. The warrior seeks a return to a past of bloodshed. The philosopher seeks succour in a present built on illusions. The strategist seeks a future birthed in flame and ash. Whoever stands by her side will steer the course of our isle and decide the future for all the children of the moon.”

      The symbol on the nursemaid’s forehead disappeared before she collapsed right into Uncle Tarquin’s arms. Though Seren wasn’t privy to his thoughts, she felt him shiver.

      “How can this bastard decide the future of the Republic of Luminaria?” he demanded, shaking the unconscious woman. “Is she to inherit the Felinae Throne?”

      Without warning, the phantom pain returned, overcoming her so swiftly Seren couldn’t breathe. Air. Her mouth opened and closed futilely as she clawed at her throat. Her throat and her hands.

      As the room turned black, everything was lost to her—except the tiniest sliver of hope. Uncle Tarquin had let her live. And her uncle did nothing without reason.
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      Air slammed into Seren’s burning lungs like Uttica’s legendary war hammer. Tremors twisted her body—her body—as she lay on the cool stones, remembering how to breathe.

      A glance around the room confirmed she was alone. The rug and cradles were gone, too. In their place was the cold stone floor and a wooden divan opposite an open archway that looked out over the arena. Soon the pledging would begin.

      On shaky legs she stood, grasping for explanations of how she’d been locked inside her uncle’s body while he tried to smother her. A waking nightmare brought on by nerves, perhaps? She leaned on the divan. Like she needed additional torment to harry her nights. Unlike the memories that haunted her, this one couldn’t be her memory. She had been but a babe.

      Yet everything had been rooted in reality—the smells, the sounds, the feel of the soft linen in her uncle’s hands as he pushed down. She shuddered.

      But even if it were a true depiction of the past, that didn’t explain the pain.

      A throat cleared behind her, and she whirled, swallowing a curse for letting her guard down. In the doorway stood Tarquin Moralis, in the flesh. Unlike in her nightmare, a legionnaire’s gold breastplate and leather pteruges were moulded to his compact form, which he worked to maintain. His black hair, tucked neatly behind his ears, was peppered with silver threads.

      As he entered, the space in the room shrank, and Seren had to fight down the feeling of being cornered despite being slightly taller than him.

      At his raised brow, she hastily saluted with two fingers in a V against her heart, then bent down on one knee. “Patrius Moralis.”

      “What thoughts occupy you, blood of my blood?”

      “I had a strange dream,” she blurted to his sandal-style boots. “More real than any memory.”

      “You are not given to fancy, Niece.”

      She chanced a glance from her bent position. His unyielding stare over his long nose made it nearly impossible to breathe. And yet, he had yielded and let her breathe. Let her live. When everyone else must have told him it was a mistake to shelter the bastard child of his sister and the disgraced Felinae prince. Why?

      “I must ask, did you smother me in my cradle, Uncle?”

      Without answering, he strode past her to stand at the archway, and the fading light of the sun glinted off the rubies and onyx embedded in the hilt of his sword, Magnanimous. If—no, when—she pledged, she’d press her lips to the steel to seal her oath.

      “Do you breathe?” His tone was conversational as he looked upon the bustling arena floor below.

      Feeling foolish, she dropped her gaze. “Yes, Uncle.”

      “Then I did not smother you, did I?”

      His logic was sound, yet the spot along her back tingled as if reminding her of the pain. She hadn’t imagined that. “But did you try? I saw you by my cradle⁠—”

      “What have I taught you about trying, Niece?”

      She stiffened. “That the trying is inconsequential.”

      Silence descended upon them for so long, Seren wondered if her uncle had forgotten to dismiss her. Then he spoke, his tone curious, “In this dream was there a prophecy?”

      Was it real then? “Is that what the Felinae nursemaid spoke of? My path?”

      A flush of rare satisfaction filled his angular cheeks. “It seems my doubts about you were unwarranted.”

      Had he been about to disown her then? But she had pleased him with this strange nightmare. At his hand wave, she approached. Something akin to vindication glinted in his dark grey eyes. Seren fought to keep her knees from buckling as she joined him. Down below, a line of white had formed along the arena’s walls.

      “Do you know why I summoned you here, Niece?”

      “No, Uncle.”

      “To remind you of your duty to this House. Of what honour means to a Moralis. Of the loyalty a pledge owes her patrius.”

      The tension building in her shoulders eased. Valla had been right. She was here for a speech. The Duty and Honour one had been given to her cousin Quinton so many times she knew it by heart.

      “Nineteen years ago, before you were born and after your father dishonoured our House, I demanded Aequitas. I was denied the chance to face him, warrior to warrior. Instead, the Consul and Senate ruled Devan Morningstar guilty of breaking the Accord and conspiring against our new republic in a plot to assassinate the consulars. The Consul executed him for his crimes, his crown no shield from our justice. But was that the end of it?”

      She inhaled sharply. This wasn’t his usual rhetoric, but she knew what came next. “After the execution, the Felinae burnt our river settlements in an unquenchable fire that only exhausted itself after a mist fell upon the land, driving our survivors and legionnaires back. When it lifted, the Felinae had vanished from their castles.”

      For the next fifteen years, her uncle had used all his political and financial clout to locate the Felinae clans, to no avail. But, without an enemy to fight, the Consul let the issue of the vanished Felinae fade away. Out of sight, out of mind.

      “Many thought the war over,” she said, choosing her words carefully. Some of the nobilis had laughed at Tarquin Moralis’s obsession, as they called it then. The Exilers more than most. However, Uncle Tarquin had been right. “And then the strikes began.”

      Mostly at night. Ships in coastal harbours and fields of crops burnt to ash. Farm wagons robbed on their way to the city. Armouries and storehouses raided.

      Somehow the Felinae had allied themselves with pirates from the southern coastlines of the continent. Imports and exports were more often than not lost on the high seas. Shortages of resources less readily attainable on the island—medicines, paper, books, silks, perfumes, precious gemstones, spices, and khava—resulted in rumblings amongst the Houses.

      Meanwhile, the streets coursed with resentment over the failure of Junius, the Consular of War, to end the attacks. Uncle Tarquin had forewarned this day would come when the Felinae would return to avenge their dead royals. Although his warnings had been unheeded over the years, Tarquin Moralis had risen in the Senate and attained a seat on the Consul as Consular of City Affairs.

      “Just so, Niece. I swore an oath to the Goddess Lumina I’d see peace again on this island and the Felinae brought to heel.” Her uncle turned his head toward her, but he was somewhere else entirely. “Each time they strike us without losses, our House’s dishonour sparks anew.”

      So far, the Legion had failed to capture a single Felinae warrior. And they had no targets to strike. Scout ships that sailed to the north of the isle more often than not disappeared into the strange mists that whipped up the waters at a moment’s notice. Still, from all accounts, the old castles of the Felinae remained empty.

      Seren’s chest swelled with the enormity of what she had to say, and she bent her head low. “No, Uncle, it is not the shame of House Moralis, but mine.”

      His hand raised her chin. “You asked if I smothered you.” He paused, searching her eyes for something. “I let you live that day because another path was revealed to me. A new, unexplored path for House Moralis. For all of Luminaria.”

      Only his firm touch kept her jaw from dropping at his tacit admission of guilt. Did he mean the nursemaid’s strange mutterings? Something about an inheritance. About three souls she was to meet in time?

      Uncle Tarquin’s thin lips flattened as he considered her. “You may be my greatest weapon yet.”

      Pride burned through her at the unexpected praise. Goddess Lumina had answered her prayers. Although they never talked about her training outside the Lyceum, Uncle Tarquin must have read reports from Master Kai about how far she’d come. And for all her tireless efforts, revenge on the Felinae would be her reward.

      Impatience had her bending her knee. “Uncle, I owe you my life, my loyalty, my love. You raised me as the daughter of an honourable man when I was not. If you accept my pledge, I swear my life in loyal servitude to House Moralis and to uphold its sworn vows to seek vengeance on the Felinae.” His eyes, shining dark orbs, drank in her oath, perhaps even her soul, and her lips trembled.

      Magnanimous sang a sweet note as Uncle Tarquin unsheathed his sword. “House Moralis accepts your oath. Bring us honour and glory, and when your body turns to dust, your sword will fight on.”

      The icy steel against her lips was sweeter than a lover’s kiss.

      “Rise, Seren Moralis of House Moralis.”

      It was done. She was pledged, now and forever. Seren accepted his hand, and he pulled her to her feet. Then he straightened, his thick black brows knitting together. “Our enemies slither around our necks, Niece. House Moralis will need to stand together.”

      “I am your weapon, Uncle. Use me as you see fit.”

      He nodded, pleased, but already looking beyond her. “We will speak more later. After I meet with the Consul tonight, all will become clear.”

      Seren squashed her surprise at the impromptu meeting. “Do you expect the Felinae to attack?”

      Uncle Tarquin hesitated at the door, one hand on the handle. “Tonight’s meeting will transform our isle from an insignificant note in Primordia’s great history into the sacred ground where the once-glorious republic of Uttica will be reborn.” His lips twisted at the corner at some private amusement. “Albeit in an altered state. After tonight, I will set us upon a new course to defeat our enemies.”

      Seren wasn’t certain what he had in mind, but an answer was expected. “Yes, Uncle.”

      “I trust what I have told you stays between us. Some within our ranks would rather let the enemy weaken us so they can skewer us from behind.”

      The Exilers. Was he warning her not to confide in Valera? Her House was one of the Exilers. After the Republic of Primordia had fallen into ruin fifty years ago, some Primordian Houses had fled into exile, sailing to the fledging Republic of Luminaria. Here they sought sanctuary, yet they brought with them the decadent ways of the tyrant. Although the Consul had opened their arms to the Exilers, it was no secret that Uncle Tarquin and many of the Founding Houses disdained the Exilers’ influence upon the city.

      She waited for her dismissal.

      “Keep your exceptional eyes and ears open, Niece. And stay close tonight. Our enemies wait for any opportunity to lay me—and us—low.”

      Her cheeks warmed under his scrutiny. So he did expect an attack—one targeting him. Unease crept through her as she glanced at the darkened archways across the tiers of the arena. In every third archway, a legionnaire in gold stood guard, the red plumes of their helmets visible to all.

      “Yes, Uncle.”

      A curt nod and he was gone, leaving Seren to sort through their conversation. Many Lyceum graduates would become House guards, and every graduate knew the first rule of protecting a body was to keep eyes on him at all times. Forbidden meeting or not, why else would Uncle Tarquin have confided in her? Tonight might be a test toward earning a larger role in the war. Flushed with pride at the honour, Seren stepped into the corridor, ready to prove herself.
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      Locating Uncle Tarquin on the arena floor was easy. Shadowing him was harder. A crowd of political aides, sycophants, and eligible widows and daughters surrounded him as he tried to cut through them. Her lip curled at their fawning. All around her, the nobilis of the colony, the young and the old, preened and panted after each other’s power and station. Everyone except Uncle Tarquin. Such behaviour was beneath a Moralis.

      Unable to watch as the widow Matrona Kaelha commandeered her uncle’s reluctant notice, Seren turned her attention to the stone stairs that led up past the tiered seating to the stacked archways climbing into the starry sky. Tonight, the moon shone in her full glory on the decadence below her. How the Goddess Lumina must abhor what she saw. But Uncle Tarquin would purge the city of its failings once the threat of the Felinae was gone.

      “Planning your escape so soon?”

      She whirled around, one hand sliding toward her hidden knife. Instead, at the last moment, she crossed her arms.

      Quinton had the gall to flash his dimpled grin at her. In his pomegranate brocade jacket, black pants, and high boots, her cousin was a dashing figure to behold. And despite his decadent reputation, the nobilis considered him a fine match for their daughters. Trouble was, he’d already slipped through most of their fingers—and their beds. Quinton never stayed caught for long.

      “Oh, am I visible to you tonight?”

      A curl of jet-black hair fell over his shuttered eyes as he half-bowed. From his bent position, he gazed up at her with a look that had stolen many a heart. “How can a star that burns so bright not be admired?”

      It was a line and not a new one. “You tell me, Q. You’ve ignored my existence quite easily.”

      Oh, he was civil enough in front of his father. But other than awkward family dinners, he stayed clear of her. He hadn’t even acknowledged their kinship when she’d entered the Lyceum. He’d been in his graduating year, and all her peers had taken their cue from him, the heir to House Moralis. If she wasn’t good enough for her own cousin . . .

      She glanced behind him. Wherever Quinton went, a certain tall shadow followed. But for once Tyberius Attica—Quinton’s secondo in his City Patrol unit and his accomplice in scandal—was nowhere to be seen.

      Quinton caught her looking. A muscle twitched in his cheek before his countenance smoothed over once again. He tossed back the rest of the Ambrosia in his fluted glass. “Allow me to seek forgiveness for all the time I’ve squandered?”

      She frowned. “How much have you had to drink?”

      His genial expression faltered, but he recovered with a wink. “Not nearly enough for tonight.”

      As it so often did around Quinton, the strange tingling broke out between her shoulder blades; to her relief, it was no stronger than the pricking one got in one’s foot when it fell asleep.

      Seren stifled a sigh. “Do you even know who I am?”

      To her alarm, Quinton knelt on one knee before her and raised her hand to his lips. “I certainly do,” he whispered. “You’re my⁠—”

      Strong fingers clamped down on Quinton’s shoulder. “There will be time for this later. Come, Quinton.”

      His father’s presence sobered Quinton, and he stiffened to legion preciseness as he straightened. “Yes, Father.”

      Side by side, father and son made an attractive pair with their chiseled features and dark hair. Only Quinton had the moonlit skin and eyes of his late mother, Aiko.

      Uncle Tarquin’s gaze shifted to her. “Remember what I told you, Niece.”

      Stay close. She nodded at the chastisement. She shouldn’t have let Quinton distract her from guarding him.

      As the two men crossed the arena through the line of pledges, she trailed them. While the crowd made room for Uncle Tarquin and Quinton, it closed up in their wake, forcing Seren to weave her way through. The men passed under an archway, which led to the kitchens. By the time she navigated through the stream of servs carrying platters of peacock and lion and bear, they had disappeared.

      Closing her eyes, she inhaled through her nose. Savoury smells enticed her, but she concentrated until she pulled out Quinton’s over-spiced cologne and Uncle Tarquin’s muted cedar undertones. Their scents led her down a set of steps into the catacombs, where she detected muffled noise about fifty paces ahead.

      Silent as the moon, Seren padded through unlit passages used by the prize fighters, beasts, and condemned criminals who ordinarily entertained the nobs and the servs up above. Unlike her fellow Primordians, she didn’t need torchlight to see in the dark. To her eye, the tunnels appeared almost as clear as in the daylight but in dull shades of grey. Few knew of her heightened senses. She’d learned at a young age that anything that pointed to her Felinae heritage would be used against her.

      At twenty paces, her nose confirmed a whiff of cloves and cedar amongst the dampness. She followed the scent deeper into the bowels of the Amphitheatron. Thirty-odd paces down another passage, the staleness of decay and excrement assailed her, and she lost them. Bile burned in her throat as she raced forward, straining her ears for any sound. If she failed at this . . .

      A low-pitched groan made her pulse leap. The noise led her to an iron door, where a lone torch burned. She had expected to find Quinton guarding the door since anyone who was not a member of the Consul would need special permission to attend, yet he must haven been invited inside. But for some reason, Uncle Tarquin wanted her present but not seen at the meeting.

      While she considered what to do, footfalls sounded from down the hall, and she faded into the shadows beyond the door. A few steps back, her heel hit stone. Stairs led up to a narrow, arched doorway. She pressed herself against the wall, cursing the whiteness of her wrap, and peeked around the corner.

      Two men approached silently in the circle of their burning torch. The broader was Dara Kaelha. At thirty, he was the youngest consular. Like Uncle Tarquin, he wore the breastplate and pteruges of a former legionnaire, and a sword hung at his side. This winter, he’d successfully claimed his late father’s seat as Consular of Agriculture, and he often conferred with Uncle Tarquin.

      The thin, grey-haired man in the silver-embroidered suit was her mother’s second husband and a wealthy merchant from a mid-rank nobilis family in House Moralis. Sivio Silvestri’s business acumen had swelled his and Uncle Tarquin’s coffers through continental trade, enough to gain the Consul’s interest and procure him the appointment of Consular of Commerce.

      Absently, she studied her stepfather’s hollowed-out face as he turned to say something to Kaelha. Had he influenced her mother’s decision not to attend tonight? It mattered little, Seren supposed. Where once Adalyn’s absence might have sliced deep, now it was nothing but a dull twinge.

      The door groaned again as Kaelha and Silvestri entered the room beyond. The irregular meeting had to be critical to interrupt the celebrations. Maybe a new plan of retaliation against the recent Felinae assaults on the farmlands outside the city? Whatever it was, Uncle Tarquin wanted her to stay close to protect him.

      Muted voices trickled down the stairs to her left, revealing another entrance. It was a gallery. Four rows of empty benches overlooked a battered table and a collection of chairs, beyond which she was certain were catacombs of bones. This was a mortuary. The deep gouges in the wood were evidence that the arena’s fighters weren’t safe from blades even after their earthly defeat. In the middle of the table, candles burned, and the light flickered over the faces of the consulars. The grey dullness around the rest of the chamber meant anyone else would be hard-pressed to see beyond the candlelight.

      At the head sat Uncle Tarquin with his fingers steepled before him as if he regularly held meetings amongst the dead. Behind him, like an obedient guard despite his lack of uniform, stood Quinton. Shadows played across his prominent cheekbones and straight nose, making him appear like one of the sculptures in the Moralis gallery.

      Her ears twitched at a sound in the passageway, but then the door was groaning open. Now was her chance. Gathering the ends of her wrap over one arm, she crawled down the steps to the second row and huddled behind the first bench to gain a better view.

      “My apologies for my tardiness, Consulars.” Vesuvius’s dulcet voice slipped over the air as lightly as they entered the room in their lavender silk wrap.

      Seren dared a look over the benched seating. The Consular of the Arts and Spectacle deposited their torch in a sconce along the wall with the others, then took the last chair at the table at the other end from Uncle Tarquin. Between them sat Agrippa, the long-standing Consular of Aptitude, and Manguella, Consular of Enlightenment, in old-fashioned robes befitting their Houses. On the other side were Kaelha and Silvestri. Like a game of Conquer, all the players were lined up and waiting for the roll of the dice.

      Except one. Junius, the Consular of War.

      Uncle Tarquin cleared his throat, his gaze taking in all the assembled. “Consulars, I will not mince words. You have heard about last week’s raids on the farmlands. But I have more concerning information. Word from the Legion’s Western cohort arrived shortly before I left tonight. Two days ago, the Felinae struck Gull Harbour at dawn. Most of the port burned to ash, along with half of the nobilis and servilis quarters. Forty legionnaires were injured. Another thirty, including their centurio, are dead.”

      Seren gritted her teeth. That was nearly the entire Western garrison, injured or dead. Horrific, although the death toll could’ve been higher. Gull Harbour was the largest trade port on the west coast.

      “Twenty-four nobilis injured, ten dead,” Uncle Tarquin continued, each word clipped and measured. “Three hundred servs are presumed burned to death in the fire. A third were children.”

      Someone cursed.

      “May Lumina and Lleufer see them to the Vale,” Manguella murmured, his balding head lifted.

      “Has Consular Junius been apprised of this?” Vesuvius asked evenly.

      Uncle Tarquin’s shoulders stiffened. “He was informed by messenger, as was I.”

      “Then why isn’t he here to brief the Consul?” Agrippa demanded, echoing Seren’s own sentiments.

      Her uncle offered the barest acknowledgement of the question. “You must ask him. He was informed of the meeting.”

      “What is the extent of the damage?” Silvestri asked. By the look on his face, he was tallying the cost, coin by coin, in his head.

      “Most of the wharf, seven ships, two-thirds of the serv housing, and the medica hall.” Uncle Tarquin steepled his fingers before him again. “Simultaneous fires that consumed at twice the usual rate. Accelerants of some nature were used, or the Felinae⁠—”

      He broke off, and a knowing look passed around the table.

      Kaelha pounded the table with his fist. “For the last two years, these attacks have made our legionnaires look like children with sticks. We cannot continue to let the Felinae strike with impunity.”

      “Just so, Consular.” Uncle Tarquin’s iron-cold stare rounded the table as if looks alone could bend them to his will. “And I possess a weapon to end the war once and for all. With it, I will restore peace and prosperity to our republic within a year, or you may hang me a traitor.”

      Seren forgot herself and gasped—not that she could be heard over the noise of consulars. It was an ambitious promise, but if her uncle said he could do it, he would.

      A chair scraped backward. Agrippa pushed himself to his feet, the persimmon orange sleeves of his House’s robe flapping about. “And how, pray tell, do you plan on accomplishing this tall order, Consular, when the Legion can’t locate a single Felinae stronghold?”

      “Perhaps Junius is looking in the wrong places.” Kaelha looked ready to skewer the scholar with his House’s sword from across the table.

      “If I recall, Junius has been guilty of that failing before,” Vesuvius mused. “If we are to be triumphant on this isle, we cannot rest on the laurels or tactics of our ancestors.”

      “And who’s paying for this hunt?” Agrippa shook a pudgy finger in the air, unwilling to have his tirade interrupted. “Do you propose we raise taxes again? Or cut what paltry funding we allocated to the Librarium and Lyceum? The Legion already accounts for almost half of the annual tax intake.” He drew a breath and planted both heels of his hands on the table. “Or will you be privately funding this venture by keeping a stranglehold on imports from the continent, Consular Moralis?”

      The accusation of corruption hung ripe in the air.

      “My ships, my imports,” Uncle Tarquin said, as quiet as a Marked assassin’s blade sliding into his unsuspecting target.

      In the founding of Luminaria, the major industries had been divided up among the Houses who had left Primordia. When the Exiler Houses arrived fifty years ago, the industries had been adjusted by reapportioning some or establishing new ones, such as the burgeoning silk trade under House Vesuvius. But House Moralis remained the sole shipbuilder.

      “Stick to supervising the city streets, Consular Moralis,” Agrippa huffed, “and your son’s decadent ways.”

      Seren gritted her teeth. How dare he. Crime was down two-fold since Uncle Tarquin became consular. And Quinton might be insufferable to her, but he’d been serving in the City Patrol and, for all appearances, staying out of trouble these last few moons. Uncle Tarquin didn’t react to the affront, his silence its own rebuke of the man’s bluster.

      Kaelha, however, didn’t take kindly to his idol being disrespected and jumped to his feet. “Sit down, old man. We didn’t come to hear you speak.”

      Agrippa’s white-bearded double chin bobbed as he sputtered until Manguella placed a liver-spotted hand on his arm. “Consular Kaelha speaks rightly, if without tact. Let us hear Consular Moralis and then raise our objections.”

      The corner of Uncle Tarquin’s mouth twitched in irritation at the need to explain himself—something no one in House Moralis would dare ask of him—but he nodded. “War is a series of moves, some of which are made possible by the assets one holds. We have been stuck on the defensive for far too long, our moves restricted by an unfair advantage. The lack of a target. My weapon will remedy that. Over the last nineteen years, I’ve honed it for this moment. With it, we will meet our enemies on the same terms. In short, my weapon will infiltrate the hidden lairs of the Felinae so we can strike them down.”

      Seren’s heart beat loudly against her chest as her uncle’s words to her earlier. You may be my greatest weapon yet.

      “With nowhere to cower, the surviving whelp of the late queen will have no choice but surrender the Felinae Dominion to us,” Uncle Tarquin finished.

      The ingenuity of the plan took her breath away. Who better to infiltrate the Felinae than the bastard daughter of a late Felinae prince? It all made perfect sense, except why hadn’t Uncle Tarquin mentioned it to her? Had it been a test of her skills to infiltrate this meeting?

      It didn’t matter, she decided. He’d manoeuvred her here to overhear his plan, and whatever Uncle Tarquin asked of her, she’d do it. That was what her oath meant. Anything to expunge the dishonour her late father, Prince Morningstar, had left on House Moralis.

      Her palms tingled, and then her forehead. She tried to ignore it, but the prickling sensation spread to the spot between her shoulder blades until every nerve in her body burned with purpose. Only this time there was no pain, only a sense of rightness.

      Her destiny.

      “And you’ll give us this weapon freely? If it exists, that is,” Agrippa scoffed, pulling at his sleeves.

      “In times such as these, is there a price we can afford not to pay for the peace of the republic?” After letting that sombre thought play upon his audience, Uncle Tarquin leaned back in his chair. “Consulars, it is not the costs we need concern ourselves with, but the conditions necessary for victory.”

      “What conditions are those, Consular?” Manguella asked smoothly.

      Uncle Tarquin laced his hands together. “You will surrender your powers of state unto me, and as Imperator of Luminaria, I will win you this war.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Imperium.

      Her blood hummed with anticipation. History was happening. The first imperator of Luminaria. What Uncle Tarquin was asking for, well, it was nothing short of absolute power. The Senate would no longer decide which issues to debate; the Consul would no longer pass or revoke laws. As imperator, Uncle Tarquin would have sole discretion to rule as he saw fit.

      The measure had never been enacted in the colony’s two hundred years. In the seven hundred years of the Republic of Primordia’s conquest across the continent, two instances of imperium came to mind. Both times, a formidable force had threatened the security of the capital, and the imperator had marshalled the legions to defend their walls. After the invaders were vanquished, the imperator had returned power to the elected Consul.

      Primordians did not stomach tyrants, at home or abroad, and the position came with a predetermined end. After all, rule by representation was one of the shining examples of Primordian superiority. One only had to look at the chaos that had swept the continent since the Republic of Primordia fell to know the truth of it.

      “Our temples of Lumina’s Enlightenment stand ready to support peace at any cost,” Manguella said, cutting into Agrippa’s blathering. “When will we be privy to the particulars of your plans, Consular Moralis?”

      In the dark, Seren couldn’t help but smirk as her conviction of herself as the weapon grew stronger. The Legion had no leads on where the Felinae had hidden for the last nineteen years after they’d vanished into an unearthly mist that lasted nearly a full moon cycle. But if the long-lost daughter of Prince Morningstar were to seek them out of her own volition?

      As Seren rose to announce herself to the fools below, strong hands bit into her shoulders from behind, pulling her down. She snapped her elbow back, but her attacker released her. In that instant, the scent of sandalwood and lime made her go still as his breath fell on her cheek.

      Why in Sol’s hells was Tyberius Attica hiding in the mortuary?

      “Do you court death?” he whispered harshly from behind her.

      “—the less you know about my weapon,” Uncle Tarquin continued, a sharp edge to his words, “the greater the chances of its success. We’ve long supposed rats have breached our walls.”

      “Some might say you are asking for the moon with naught but pretty songs to woo her,” Vesuvius remarked.

      “Which is why I ask for but one year to accomplish my task. My request for imperium is foremost about saving Primordian lives and preserving our republic’s ideals. Rest assured, my weapon is ready to commence tomorrow.” Uncle Tarquin’s face was grave as he stood and gave the old republican salute—two fingers splayed in a V over his heart. “May the Great Republic of Primordia live on here in Luminaria.”

      While Agrippa fumed, the other consulars returned the salute. A knowing grin tugged at the corner of Kaelha’s mouth for his mentor. Since Silvestri was her uncle’s creature that made two votes. That left the two Exilers, Manguella and Vesuvius, and Agrippa.

      Silvestri called for a vote.

      “We cannot decide this without our Consular of War,” Agrippa protested. His voice, however, had lost its steam in the face of his quiet colleagues. Junius’s popularity had passed.

      “His loss,” Kaelha declared, throwing his arm in the air.

      “Quorum has been met, Consular Agrippa,” Vesuvius noted. “We may proceed.”

      In a measured manner, Silvestri raised his hand. That was three, including her uncle’s vote. A tie.

      Then, after a beat, Manguella’s hand rose.

      And just like that, Uncle Tarquin had become the most powerful man in Luminaria.

      Kaelha roared in triumph and clapped Uncle Tarquin on the shoulder, who allowed himself a thin smile.

      “All those against?” Silvestri asked as a matter of form.

      With an air of defiance, Agrippa raised his hand, his cheeks ruddy as his robes as he glared at his colleagues. “You are fools if you think the promises of an imperator will be worth the seats upon which you sit.”

      Silvestri pointedly looked to the last consular. “Abstained?”

      Vesuvius nodded, but it didn’t matter. Four votes carried the majority.

      “Long live the imperator!” Kaelha cried with a slap to the table.

      There would need to be a ratifying vote in the Senate, of course, but these consulars, Silvestri excluded, were the patriuses of powerful houses. Their House senators would vote as they were told.

      Quinton presented a scroll to each of the consulars to affix their seals with the wax from a purple sealing candle.

      That completed, Uncle Tarquin stood. “To those who place their trust in me, I am overwhelmed and honoured. To those whose trust I must earn, I pledge myself and my House to a victorious ending to this war. Consulars, the Republic of Luminaria will need each of you and your Houses in the coming days.”

      The meeting adjourned, and, as the consulars filed out, Tyberius’s hands came back to rest gently on her shoulders, as though she might leap out again. Once Uncle Tarquin and Quinton left, she’d see what Tyberius was up to. For now, she let his hands stay and pretended the shiver down her back was because of the dampness in the catacombs and not the way her palms tingled at his touch. It was almost as if he caused the tingling, instead of the legacy of her old injuries.

      Below, Quinton held the scroll open for the wax to dry. “That went well, Father.”

      A raised hand from Uncle Tarquin silenced him. “It’s not over yet.”

      Out of the darkness of the crypt emerged a cloaked figure, his face obscured by a deep hood. Where the cloak parted, gold breastplate peeked out, followed by thick, burly legs. A legionnaire—or a former one.

      Beside her, Tyberius drew in a breath, in tandem with the jerk of Quinton’s head toward the newcomer.

      “Are we in agreement?” Uncle Tarquin asked the shadowed man.

      Her shoulder muscles spasmed under increased pressure from Tyberius, and his hold immediately loosened.

      “Joren will deliver the one you covet to the Observatory if our business tonight concludes satisfactorily.” A languorous Exiler accent marked the low rumble. “Is Junius no longer Consular of War?”

      Deliver who? And what business did her uncle have at the old tower?

      “I will remove him upon my inauguration,” Uncle Tarquin confirmed, “but as imperator, I’ll have no need of more consulars.”

      The air hung still between them, neither hostile nor friendly. Finally, Uncle Tarquin nodded in Quinton’s direction, and he stepped forward. The dutiful heir.

      “The imperator will require someone of noble lineage, victorious in battle, to direct his Legion when it marches north into the Felinae lands,” Quinton stated. “A Legate of War who shares the imperator’s vision of a strong new republic.”

      The burly man placed two fingers in a V over his heart. “I accept then. House Takkakus will pledge our support to imperium in the senate.”

      Then this was Patrius Calvus Takkakus. She frowned at the thought of her uncle conspiring with Exilers. First Manguella, now Takkakus. Since Manguella oversaw the temples of Lumina and Lleufer, it made sense to deal with him. If the priestesses came out against her uncle as imperator, he would lose support amongst the populace. Perhaps the deal with Takkakus was also an unfortunate necessity for ascending to power before he reformed the city.

      “And the one I seek,” Uncle Tarquin reiterated, “will be delivered tonight, Legatus.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “As you command, Imperator.”

      Takkakus faded back into the crypts, and after a short interval, Uncle Tarquin and Quinton left the mortuary through the door, taking the last torch with them. The pressure on Seren’s shoulders disappeared, and the room plunged into greyness, as it did when there was little to no light.

      She should follow Uncle Tarquin, but her mind was too awhirl with the enormity of his plans. All these years, her uncle had never said a word about what he had been preparing her for. This task must be the different path revealed to him by her nursemaid, the reason he’d let her live.

      “What do you think you’re doing here, Seren?”

      The harsh tone had her drawing her knife from the folds under her left arm.

      At the scrape of her blade against its sheath, Tyberius stumbled back in the darkness. “I’m not your enemy, Seren. But if I’d wanted to, I could’ve slit your throat with none of them the wiser.”

      The truth of that last part stung. She’d been preoccupied with the consulars and hadn’t paid close enough attention—something she’d sworn never to do again. Once she focused one sense to its heightened capacity, the others faded away. It was something she’d been working with Master Kai to overcome. And the stench of the corpses had covered his scent until he was right behind her.

      “You could’ve tried to slit my throat,” she corrected, if only to save her pride. “You’ll find I’ve improved since we last sparred.”

      Nearly four years ago, she’d thought she’d done well against the older boy of eighteen. Now, she knew he’d been humouring her that summer before she entered the Lyceum.

      “Improved or not, spying on the Consul is punishable by death. Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “No more so than you,” she retorted, moving along the benches to put distance between them. “Why are you here, Tyberius? Playing Quinton’s shadow again?”

      As he turned toward her voice, she leaped to a higher bench, then another, moving toward the gallery’s exit. It would serve him right if she left him without a torch to find his way out in the dark.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Tabby.”

      The old nickname rankled as much as it had when she was younger. Quinton, in his first year at the Lyceum, had brought Tyberius back to House Moralis for the autumnal break. As usual, Quinton ignored her. So she had quietly stalked the boys around the grounds until Tyberius called her out like a kitty, to her embarrassment. By rights, she should’ve hated him, but he was never cruel in his teasing. And when he noticed her, it forced Quinton to acknowledge her, too. So it became a game: she would stalk the boys, and Tyberius would try to catch her in the act while Quinton did his best to pretend she wasn’t there. But at eighteen, she was too old for such a name or such games. Even if he had caught her in the act again.

      “Try me.”

      “The political schemes of these men aren’t friendly sparring matches.” He squinted in the dark, searching for her. “If Agrippa or Takkakus learns you were here, you’ll suffer worse than broken bones.”

      Did he think because he was four years older and Quinton’s sword brother, he could lecture her? She flashed her teeth—not that he could see. “So will those who annoy me.”

      “Oh, I forgot you can scowl your enemies to death.” The corner of his mouth lifted in a way far more dangerous to her than his knife or a scolding.

      Most noticed Quinton’s classical dark looks first, but Tyberius had a rough edge to him that attracted his share of admirers. A slightly crooked nose divided his lean face, but it was his ruffled coppery hair and wild green eyes that drew her in. There was a heat to him, so very different from the glacial reserve of her family.

      The air seemed saturated now in the scent of his shaving soap and citrus. She inhaled deeply. Would he taste as good as he smelled? Lumina, where had that thought come from? Maybe from the fine pair of black pants that hugged his hips and his silk shirt, open at the top to hint at the firm chest beneath. Not that she was looking. Tyberius treated her more like a younger sister—someone to instruct and look out for. Which was ironic, since Quinton wasn’t her brother and had never acted as such.

      “Doesn’t seem to be working,” she muttered, though her gaze wandered back to his mouth, which had widened into a delectable grin.

      Thank Lumina the cover of darkness allowed her to look upon him unobserved.

      The grin widened. “That’s because you’re not scowling at me.”

      A flush burned her cheeks as she rearranged her features appropriately. “And now?”

      “Consider me chastened.” He bowed, laying a hand over his heart. “The passages should be clear now. Shall we head back to the arena before I test your temper any further? If you leave me in the catacombs, I’ll be doomed.”

      “Doomed to what? Miss the celebration?”

      While Quinton had cleaned up his act, the rumour was Tyberius still caroused the illegal undergrounds for all his amusements. And while it hurt, it made sense he wanted to get far away from her.

      “Well, it would be a shame to have the city’s finest liqueurs go to waste. But I meant I’d be lost down here without you,” he clarified, peering at her. “Though I can think of worse fates.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, how I weep for the hardships you’ve endured, Tyberius.”

      The silence widened between them until it was as though they both stood on either side of a chasm.

      “For all your spying, you’ve no idea, do you?” he murmured.

      The rebuke stung. She had never heard him so serious. Truthfully, she knew little of his life outside of House Moralis and Quinton. It made her hesitate. “About what?”

      His once-inviting mouth tightened as he pulled on his discarded jacket. “Let’s get out of here before we’re caught.”

      “Then you’ll tell me why you were here.”

      “If you tell me why you’re here.” With a bow, he indicated she should go first.

      That should be obvious. She was the weapon. But since time was of the essence, she held her tongue.

      By unspoken agreement, they navigated the tunnels with Tyberius gripping her shoulder from behind to keep his footing in what had to be pitch dark to him. His hand was warm, except for the kiss of metal around one finger, and the warmth travelled down to her belly. Quinton must have told Tyberius about her exceptional senses at some point for him not to question how she was guiding them. Which made her wonder if Quinton had confided the secret consul meeting location to Tyberius as well.

      A few rodents scurried along the edges of the tunnels as Seren retraced her steps; otherwise, it was quiet except when Tyberius stumbled against her and mumbled an apology.

      “How, by Lumina’s Grace, did you find your way in?” she whispered after the fourth time.

      “Agrippa made enough noise for a parade to follow in his wake,” he muttered just as the smells of spiced meat and briny oysters reached her. The noise of the kitchens, still a hundred paces away, grew louder with each step. So much so, she almost missed the approach of soft footsteps from that direction. Fifty paces and closing, she guessed.

      She halted, and the brocade of Tyberius’s jacket pressed against her bare back. When he didn’t move away, her breathing hitched. He had spoken truly about the penalty for spying on the Consul. And if she failed to gather intelligence at such a meeting without being caught, Uncle Tarquin might reconsider sending her to infiltrate the Felinae.

      She grabbed Tyberius by the hand and pulled him further into the dark.

      “Seren, what⁠—?”

      With her forearm, she pushed him back against the wall, then put a finger over his mouth. He stilled. Hot breath warmed her finger. Under his finery, she could feel—and hear—the rapid beating of his heart. Her own seemed to skip a beat. Did he hear the footsteps yet? Their pursuer would stumble upon them soon.

      Tyberius turned her head back toward him by the chin, his mouth nearly brushing her nose. Her finger traced the dip in his upper lip. A tingle wound through her and a shocking idea along with it. There was one quasi-acceptable reason for being in the catacombs on Pledging Night.

      “May I?” she murmured.

      His green eyes widened. “Lleufer, yes.”

      Before she could think better of her recklessness, she kissed him. The taste of peach Ambrosia drew her in, and she chased the sweetness, her mouth eagerly opening as his hungrily slanted over hers. His hands slid lower, leaving a trail of fire where they caressed her over her wrap. Meanwhile, her hands had wound around the back of his neck to stroke the soft skin there. She ran her hand through his hair—longer on the top than the sides—and he shuddered against her.

      Oh, Lumina.

      She pulled back slightly for air, and, without warning, Tyberius reversed their positions, pinning her loosely against the cold stones. She gasped at the sensation. Then his hot mouth trailed desperate kisses down her throat to her collarbone until she was writhing under his touch. Yet his hands held her firmly; one at the top of her hip, the other at the base of her neck, sending exquisite shivers down to her toes as his mouth demanded everything of her.

      “Seren. Seren.” He uttered her name between kisses like a prayer.

      The respite gave her enough time to think. Had the footsteps stopped? She tried to say that one of them should listen for their pursuer, but his lips pressed against hers again, and all thinking ceased.

      Someone moaned, low and deep. Goddess, she prayed it wasn’t her. Then she couldn’t think anymore. Still, she needed more. She slipped her hands under his jacket, under his shirt, to get closer to that delicious heat, and he answered by crushing her between his hard body and the wall. All her nerves felt as if they’d been lit on fire.

      A throat cleared. Once. Twice.

      The fire in her veins vanished along with the fog in her head. Their pursuer had found them.

      Tyberius untangled himself, but his body blocked her from view while she hastily fixed her wrap in the sudden coolness of his absence. But when he stepped away, it wasn’t a serv or a legionnaire on patrol before them. Nor even a consular.

      Seren touched her swollen lips. “Quinton⁠—”

      “Is this where you’ve been?” Gone was his dimpled smile from earlier. Instead, accusation hung in her cousin’s storm-grey eyes as his knowing gaze slid from her to Tyberius, who leaned against the wall, unrepentantly stretching his neck. Did Quinton know they had been spying on the Consul? His gaze held disapproval, yes, but there was something else. Betrayal? “The entertainment for the night is over, Attica.”

      “Maybe it’s only begun,” she retorted. Did Quinton think she was still a child? She could kiss whomever she wished. It was no concern of his. The heat of her anger cooled into a fine edge.

      Tyberius shrugged as he tucked his shirt back in place around his slim hips. “Easy come, easy go, Centurio.”

      Seren couldn’t help the flaring of her nostrils at the insouciant words. The kiss had been nothing other than an excuse to be in the catacombs, and yet it irked her that Tyberius would sluff her off as yet another one of his fleeting conquests.

      “Good to hear, Secundo,” Quinton said with frosted indifference, “because we have new orders. Dust off your gold breastplate and boots, our commissions in the Legion have been reinstated. We ride out the day after tomorrow with the first three cohorts and our new legatus.”

      “For where?” she demanded.

      “Gull Harbour,” he answered. “It’s been burned. The ships, the wharf—half the town is gone.” Her chest loosened. Quinton wasn’t acting like either of them should know about the attack, which meant Tyberius hadn’t been in the mortuary gallery at Quinton’s behest. “The garrison has requested reinforcements and aid.”

      A cleanup mission. The cohorts would help the harbour town rebuild and reassure the citizens of their safety and her uncle’s care for them. She glanced at Tyberius, wondering again why he had been spying on the Consul.

      “Any Felinae will be long gone by the time we arrive,” Tyberius said, focused on buttoning his brocade jacket.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the flash of black-glass as his nimble fingers worked the last button. The smooth band had shifted around his finger to reveal a circle with a black gemstone bar bisecting it on the diagonal.
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      “You?”

      It came out as a choked cry. One autumn evening, that ring had been the last thing she’d seen before her attackers struck her unconscious. On her jaw, there remained a small scar from it. Seeing the symbol in a nightmare on her cradle was one thing; seeing it on Tyberius’s finger was quite another.

      “Me?” Confusion rippled across Tyberius’s face as he reached out toward her with his hand—that hand—and the ring came perilously close.

      She flung herself back against the wall, out of reach. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

      His hand dropped to his side, and shame filled her. Was this why she had trained every night with Master Kai? To be incapacitated by fear? To run away? No, she’d trained so she’d be ready for the bastard when she found him.

      But Tyberius? He might live a decadent existence, but she’d always felt safe with him. Even when Quinton ignored her, Tyberius had found some little way to notice her.

      “Sol’s hells,” he muttered, following her gaze to the ring. He twisted the design around to hide it inside his palm. “It’s not what you think, Seren.”

      Quinton glanced between the two of them, his lip curled but not at her. “Another lover’s token, Ty? Truly, you are in high demand these days.”

      She swallowed what she suspected was a panic-stricken laugh at Quinton’s assumption of the ring’s origin. Or could someone have given it to him?

      “Jealousy is unworthy of you, Q,” Tyberius shot back.

      Quinton inclined his head toward the light at the end of the passage, high colour across his pale cheeks. “You’re done here, Secundo.”

      Tyberius opened his mouth to argue with his centurio, then shut it. He didn’t glance back as he strode out of the tunnel. She half wanted to race after him and demand answers, demand justice—or better yet, pay him back for every blow, every strike, every kick she’d endured—if he’d been the one.

      While she couldn’t get her revenge tonight, the moon would rise again tomorrow.

      She realized Quinton was staring at her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Father tasked me with collecting you,” he said stiffly, “and Valera Calissi said she saw you enter the catacombs.”

      He shifted as if she should understand, but all she could think about was the ring and Tyberius.

      “The Pledging has begun,” he prompted.

      Moon above.

      He managed a tight smile, though it lacked its former brilliance, and offered her his arm. “Allow me the honour, dear cousin?”

      Seren smiled back, teeth peeking out between her lips. It was far too late. “When Sol’s fiery hells ice over, dear cousin.”

      Then she swept past him to claim her destiny as the weapon of House Moralis.
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      If Lumina’s High Temple was the soul of Luminaria, the Amphitheatron was the beating pulse. Here, the city cheered their favoured legionnaires as they slaughtered mercenaries from the continent, booed criminals sentenced to hang, and wept for an actor’s final breath, which seemed to be the way most plays ended. Tonight, the pulse showed no signs of ebbing.

      Seren leaned against the cool stone of the inner wall of the arena, taking it all in while waiting for her turn on the platform. Dinner had been served and eaten in her absence, and the laughter and babble of the satiated guests nearly drowned out the gentle refrain of the harps. Servs in gold sheaths carted picked-over platters back to the kitchens, and her stomach rumbled at the smell of the ocean—oysters. Maybe she could duck into the kitchens after pledging for a taste.

      Quinton had dogged her footsteps the entire way to the Pledging line, and then he’d disappeared, to attend his duties as heir to House Moralis she supposed. The other Moralis pledges in the line gave her a wide berth. All the better, as she didn’t want to make conversation. Questions and accusations crowded her mind, but interrogating Tyberius would need to wait until her eagles were pinned to her shoulders.

      A serv with a tray of Ambrosia flutes wandered by—not the fellow whom she had bumped into earlier—and, though she rarely imbibed in such decadence, she snagged one. She deserved a congratulatory toast for surviving four years of gruelling physical training, dry lectures, and petty classmates. The honey-coloured beverage fizzed as she stared at it. After waiting so long for her pledging, she wanted to savour it. The sweet Ambrosia tickled her tongue. A touch of peach and summer sun.

      Like Tyberius.

      The kiss came flooding back as the bubbly wine warmed her belly. No one had ever touched her with such passion, such desire. All she could compare it to was a peck of a kiss at age ten. But she couldn’t overlook the fact that Tyberius wore the ring of her attacker, evidence of his betrayal; and if Tyberius was her attacker, that meant Quinton was involved. Whatever spat they were currently embroiled in, back then Quinton hadn’t sneezed without Tyberius there to wipe it, and vice versa.

      Her mouth went dry at the thought of her cousin betraying her like that. Could Quinton’s apathy extend to such hatred? He was for all purposes a stranger to her, and she couldn’t rule out his complicity. But she also couldn’t accuse the heir to House Moralis without iron-clad proof. Especially not when her uncle never discussed the attack that had almost taken her life. And with good reason.

      Defeated warriors didn’t deserve the acknowledgement of their patrius. So while she had lain comatose in the Lyceum’s infirmary, there’d been no visits from Tarquin Moralis, uncle or not. She knew because, after waking, she’d asked the moon sister attending her. The next morning, she’d found a note wrapped around an old but well-crafted knife with a black onyx letter M inlaid into its bone-white hilt. The note told her to report to a little-known schola, where she’d met Master Kai and begun her training. Those sessions had given her hope that someday she’d earn back Uncle Tarquin’s esteem and have her revenge.

      And so she had anointed the blade with her blood and named it Vindicta.

      Up ahead, the line for House Verilli dwindled. House Moralis would be next. Seren scanned the Takkakus private box for signs of Valera’s blonde tresses. Had she pledged yet? There were too many nobs crossing the floor to afford Seren a good view. Among the darker shades, a head of coppery hair, however, blazed like a torch.

      Tyberius.

      And he was headed straight for her. She pushed herself off the wall and crossed her arms, and her fingertips brushed against the handle of Vindicta, hidden in her dress. The steel lent her some strength in the face of possibly her greatest enemy. As he neared, her gaze fell onto his ring hand, which he hid in his pant pocket.

      “Let me explain, Tabby.”

      She didn’t want to hear anything he had to say. Not here. Not now.

      “Go away, Tyberius, unless you wish to dance with Vindicta tonight.”

      His look of incredulity at her smuggling a weapon into Pledging Night was highly satisfying.

      “Is Secundo Attica bothering you, Mistressa Moralis?”

      The interruption came from her right. Seren began to dismiss the nob, but a glance at his face left her speechless. Under his left eye, the skin was purple and swollen. More black bruising lined his dimpled jaw, and ugly stitches crawled over his left eye like a wriggling worm. Either he had lost a dirty fight or won a worse one.

      Unlike most, his head was scraped clean by a razor in the manner of a temple penitent. He wasn’t taller than her, but he was built like the First Founders of Primordia, with arms as wide as the war maces they had favoured. His tan jacket declared him for House Takkakus, and she guessed him to be older than Tyberius as she couldn’t remember him from the Lyceum.

      Tyberius moved to her side. He didn’t touch her, though with her acute hearing she heard his heart thud against his chest. “Run along and mind your own House matters, Takkakus.”

      There wasn’t a hint of the flippant decadent about Tyberius, nor was there any respect for Joren Takkakus, for that’s who this was—Patrius Calvus Takkakus’s heir, the one who was supposed to deliver someone to her uncle. While she knew of him in passing, she hadn’t recognized him with his shorn head and injuries.

      She raised her chin. “Secundo Attica is nothing more than a minor nuisance.” If she admitted Tyberius was bothering her, then it made House Moralis look weak—made her look weak. She could handle her own battles. If nothing else, the night of her attack had taught her that she had to rely on herself. “Thank you, Centurio Takkakus.”

      Tyberius made a shooing motion with his hands. “That’s a dismissal.”

      While Seren winced at the insubordination, Joren didn’t react. “Perhaps you would do me the pleasure of walking through the gardens after your Pledging, Mistressa?”

      “You’re not wanted, Centurio.” Tyberius’s shoulders seemed to broaden as he stood chest to chest with the more muscular man.

      The menace in Tyberius’s voice startled her. Why did he care if she joined Joren? He’d made it clear she didn’t mean anything to him in the tunnels.

      Joren tapped his bruised jaw. “So you’ve made abundantly clear, Secundo.”

      “Tyberius did that?” An ache spread through her jaw in sympathy. Striking a superior was a serious offence, the punishment for which was at minimum ten lashes. Joren must not have reported the insubordination, however, or Tyberius would still be recovering.

      But why should she be surprised at such audacity? The man who wore that ring had punched her out four years ago. She had to stop thinking of Tyberius as the harmless, if irresponsible, decadent she’d thought him to be.

      “Believe me, he had it coming,” Tyberius muttered. “Seren and I have House Moralis matters to discuss,” he added more loudly. “Excuse us, Centurio.”

      His words seemed to amuse Joren. “You’re excused, Secundo. But I think it’s the mistressa’s choice if she stays or goes.” Joren inclined his head to her, waiting for her answer.

      Tyberius looked like he’d get into it with Joren if she didn’t leave with him. A brawl on Pledging Night between House Moralis and House Takkakus with their new, secretive alliance would not be the sort of attention Uncle Tarquin desired. And Tyberius owed her answers.

      What would Valera say?

      “I thank you for your, ah, kind offer, Centurio Takkakus, but House Moralis matters take precedence.”

      Joren bowed to her, painstakingly polite. “Then I won’t keep you any longer, Mistressa. But, Attica?” Joren’s dark eyes hardened. “We must soon meet again.”

      A glimmer of sweat shone on Tyberius’s forehead. “If you wish to continue where we left off, Takkakus.”

      Joren’s thin lips pulled back in a twisted grin, and Seren stifled a gasp at the gap in his teeth. From the fight?

      “That’s as good a place as any, Tyberius.” With that, Joren turned on his heel and vanished into the crowd.

      The master of ceremonies seized that moment to bellow for House Moralis pledges. She took a step toward the dais, then hesitated. Tyberius had stalked over to a stone bench in a nearby alcove and was retrieving a flask from inside his jacket, his desire to talk to her seemingly forgotten. After disposing of her glass on a serv’s tray, Seren ducked into the alcove after him. Whether she pledged first or last didn’t matter. Right now she needed answers.

      While he took a long swig, she let her gaze wander over him. There wasn’t a mark on his lean face that would lead her to believe he’d been in a fight, yet Joren had a good fifty pounds on him.

      “How, in the name of the republic, did you get the advantage on someone the size of him?”

      You know how, Seren. He had his friends ambush Joren, their identities masked by hooded robes. Many against one was never a fair fight. Only she’d never seen Tyberius with other friends. And Joren had known full well who had attacked him. But why had they fought?

      “Every opponent has his vulnerability, Tabby.” He tucked the flask away. “You just have to be ruthless enough to take advantage of it. Now, do me a favour. Stay away from that pig.”

      The warning, and the irony of it coming from him, unsettled her. “Why?”

      His eyes darkened. “Joren’s dangerous.”

      The absurdity of it made her laugh. It was that or scream. “He’s dangerous?” Her stomach lurched. “Does Quinton know what you did four years ago? What you did to me?”

      Please, don’t let that be true.

      The blood drained from his face; then his lips pressed together, but he didn’t deny it.

      “Don’t pretend,” she bit out, raking him with a glare, “you don’t know what I’m talking about.” Three cracked ribs. Her left arm broken. Bruises everywhere. She’d been unconscious for days. “My first month at the Lyceum, someone wearing your ring knocked me out with a punch to the jaw, nearly broke that, too.”

      “It’s not what you think, Seren.” He motioned her to sit next to him, but she refused. “Four years ago, I did . . . nothing.” He raised his head and looked her in the eye.

      Then why did he have the ring? Why did he look so guilt-ridden?

      “Let me guess. The ring isn’t yours.”

      He sighed. “Would you believe me if I said it wasn’t?”

      No.

      And yet, Seren found herself desperate to believe him. Besides Valera, he was the only other nob who had ever treated her like her heritage didn’t matter to him. It made little sense that he would hurt her so terribly.

      If it had been Tyberius who attacked her, then why hadn’t he gone after her again? He’d had ample opportunities. Every full moon, she came home from the Lyceum to attend the ball, and both Tyberius and Quinton had lived at the House Moralis villa since their return from the Legion’s engagements on the continent last year. Agrippa wasn’t wrong that the Legion ate up a large portion of the treasury, but they also contributed to their upkeep by selling their services abroad.

      But if Tyberius wasn’t her attacker, who was?

      Rarely did she try to remember that night, but now she did.

      The crescent moon painted the cobblestones silver. The crisp air licked at her heated skin after her soak in the pools. She pulled her cloak tight against the chill. Then a figure in a hooded cloak stepped out from the shadows.

      “Seren?”

      She blinked away the memory. Her palms, laced with sweat, tingled. It wasn’t fear. She clenched them tight to her sides. Could she trust Tyberius?

      “If the ring’s not yours, who does it belong to?”

      “I can’t tell you here, not like this.” He slid closer to her on the bench and met her stare. Just like she needed. “Tomorrow, meet me for breakfast in the main hall.”

      If he wanted to lure her somewhere private, the dining hall at House Moralis wasn’t it.

      “If you’re lying to me, Tyberius, I’ll break every one of your bones—twice.”

      “Fair enough. I know how it feels not knowing who to trust.”

      Just so. The edge of her knife slipped quietly under the hem of his jacket and now grazed a spot below his ribs, ready to puncture a lung with a jab. He stilled.

      “I’m not the little girl you once knew,” she breathed. “I will end you if you’ve betrayed me, Tyberius Attica.”

      “None of us are the same, are we?” he whispered. “Every day we wake slightly different from who we were before.”

      Seren snorted. A convenient excuse for avoiding entanglements from the night before. She supposed he’d told many a lover that line as he walked out. And yet, the haunted look in his eyes belied it.

      “Are you a philosopher, Tyberius?”

      With a strange intensity, he leaned forward, pressing himself against her blade and bringing his talented mouth so close to hers. “Just a simple secundo.”

      With a death wish, it seemed. She pulled back her knife to avoid cutting his flesh. “Now that’s a lie.” She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. “There isn’t anything simple about you, is there?”

      Something wild flashed in his green eyes.

      “Mistressa Seren?”

      A young page in House Moralis’s colours gawked at their embrace. Seren couldn’t untangle herself without revealing her knife. Except for the House swords of each patrius, weapons were taboo on this sacred night, so she sat there with her hand up Tyberius’s jacket, like a fool.

      She scowled. “Yes?”

      Tyberius put his arm around her shoulder, and his lips brushed her ear. “A distraction.”

      She stiffened, and he nibbled her ear twice before she realized what he meant. Quickly, she slipped the knife out from under the back of his jacket, his arm and head blocking the action from the page. But now where to put it? Her wrap had no pockets, and she couldn’t get in back under her arm without the page noticing.

      His other hand, the one not currently rubbing her shoulder, gently closed over hers. “Give it to me,” he murmured.

      Without thinking, she let him take it, and Tyberius slipped it into his jacket—all while pressing a soft kiss at her temple, which she supposed would make the rounds of gossip tonight by the way the page watched.
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