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THE EMPRESS’ GARDENS were as fragrant and lovely as they had been the previous afternoon, when Caius Oppita—respected former legatus in the Alyrion army—had been summoned there to discuss Her Imperial Majesty’s suspicions that one of her sons was plotting her downfall.

Less than twenty-four hours later, Caius was the one doing the summoning. The fact that he had been granted an audience so quickly spoke to the depths of Empress Stasia’s misgivings about the situation. Though, to be fair, she’d been the one to ask him to report back to her if he acquired any new information, and had offered to compensate him handsomely in exchange for spying for her.

Taking her up on the offer had been the last thing on Caius’ mind, once he’d managed to politely extricate himself from their previous meeting. Now, everything had changed during the course of a single evening. The foundations of his life had shifted, and he’d barely survived the resulting collapse.

An attack that he’d assumed to be directed at his lover had in fact uncovered betrayal on two fronts. Decian, the condemned imperial bastard Caius had saved from execution in a moment of insanity, was actually a murderous pagan shape-shifter—some kind of slavering hell-beast that could tear men’s souls out by the roots, killing them instantly. As if that wasn’t enough, the assassins Caius had assumed were sent after Decian had, in fact, been sent to kill him.

Despite a lifetime spent in service to the royal family, someone in the palace wanted Caius dead. He had some very particular ideas about who that person might be, and after their conversation the previous day, Caius intended to discover if the Empress Stasia’s suspicions mirrored his own.

As before, the empress awaited his arrival in the center of her private gardens, seated on a bench and surrounded by exotic blooms.

Jules, her trusted pageboy, cleared his throat as they approached. “Legatus Caius Oppita, Your Majesty.” He bowed low, gesturing for Caius to approach.

Stasia didn’t rise, but her eyes widened as she took in his battered appearance—his bruises and scrapes courtesy of a vicious fight against six armed men in a dark alley.

“Legatus,” she said, unable to keep surprise from coloring her tone.

“Empress,” he replied, managing a stiff bow that sent his various injuries clamoring. “We need to speak. Privately.”

It was not the way a palace advisor spoke to the wife of the emperor. Indeed, the correct response to such presumption would have been for her to rebuke him and have him removed from her presence. Perhaps she saw something in his expression, though, because her delicate brow furrowed. She turned to the young servant with a wave of dismissal. “Leave us, Jules.”

Jules bowed again, even lower than before. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he replied, and slipped silently away.

Caius waited until he heard the door to the palace open and close. When he was certain they were alone, he returned his attention to the woman who had wed an emperor and borne him three duplicitous sons.

Stasia examined his battered face with the distaste of one who rarely had direct exposure to violence or its aftermath. “Legatus, are you quite well?” she asked.

“Someone inside the palace means to assassinate me,” he told her without preamble. “Last night, they nearly succeeded. I suspect Princep Kaeto.”

She drew in a sharp breath, the small noise escaping her control. “What evidence do you have to support this claim?” she asked.

“None, as yet. It is supposition only,” he replied in a crisp tone. “Kaeto seeks openly to suborn his older brother’s support among the clergy and the nobles. He might reasonably assume me to back the rightful succession to the throne, which would make me an obstacle in his eyes.”

“That is pure conjecture,” Stasia said, but something haunted lurked behind her gaze.

He pressed on—reckless in the grip of the cold rage that had overtaken him after the events of the previous night. “Kaeto has also been systematically executing all of your husband’s illegitimate sons over the course of the last several weeks. According to Bruccias, he has done so without consulting his father or elder brother. It’s clear he is intent upon removing as many potential barriers standing between himself and the throne as possible.”

The blood drained from Stasia’s face as he spoke.

He regarded her intently. “I would appreciate any information you might have to either support or refute this.”

For a long moment, he thought she would not answer.

When she did, her normally melodic voice was hoarse. “I suspect Kaeto of plotting to remove me from my husband’s good graces.”

Caius stared at her, taken aback. The empress had been married to Constanzus for twenty-five years, with never so much as a hint of scandal against her name. Did Kaeto truly think he could poison the emperor against her with whispers and rumor?

Stasia looked positively ill. “Constanzus is not the same man I married. The curse that has stolen his health and his wits has also made him endlessly suspicious of those closest to him. I believe, as you do, that Kaeto is working to remove obstacles standing in his path to the throne. He may perceive that my absence from the field of play would weaken Proclus’ position, as I—like you—would support my eldest son in the succession.”

Caius did not, in point of fact, support the idea of Proclus’ drunken arse getting anywhere near the throne, but it seemed impolitic to say so, under the circumstances. “Then it appears we are in accord. Do you have any solid proof of Kaeto’s betrayal?”

“No,” Stasia said distantly. “He is canny, and he knows I am watching him closely. It will be up to you to acquire evidence against him to present to the emperor, Legatus.”

Caius nodded, secretly doubting that the emperor would be of much use to either of them in his current state. “I have already requested and received cart blanche to investigate the failed attack on my person last night. I will assist you in this matter, Your Imperial Majesty, but information must flow in both directions. I require any evidence you are able to uncover, as well.”

Stasia still looked like someone who wasn’t ready to have her worst fears confirmed, but she nodded in turn. “As you wish, Legatus. Please keep me informed of your progress. You may do so through Jules—he is trustworthy.”

No one in this damned pit of vipers is trustworthy, he thought. But aloud, he only said, “Very good, Your Majesty. In that case, I will take my leave. You may expect a report from me as soon as I have new information.”

* * *
[image: ]


Caius spent the rest of the day watching everyone in the palace like a hawk, for all the good it did him. Proclus, the eldest son, made an appearance after midday had come and gone—bleary-eyed, and looking as though the light streaming into the meeting chamber pained him terribly.

With the Council of Amarius convening two days hence to determine the Church’s stance on the disposition of pagan heretics, things were in a state of controlled chaos. All but a handful of the religious dignitaries on both sides had already arrived in the capital. Because the Church had refused to hold the ecumenical council within the palace grounds—on the basis that doing so would damage the appearance of independence from the crown—it had become necessary to assign additional security forces in the city to protect them.

Aelio, the tribuni of the palace guard, was at his wit’s end. Laurentin, the tribuni of the city guard, had shown up at one point in the proceedings to shout at everyone, because his forces were overextended between trying to protect the dignitaries and trying to protect the city itself. With pagan protesters marching in the streets, Amarius was quickly approaching a crisis point.

Caius could barely bring himself to care about any of it. At least, not until Proclus and Kaeto butted heads in an uncharacteristically public matter. At that moment, Caius became all ears.

“Just kill the bloody protesters and be done with it,” Proclus said, as though he found the entire situation tiresome beyond all bearing. “That will be the ultimate outcome once the Council has talked itself out, will it not? I fail to see the point of letting this pagan rabble burn the city down while we wait.”

Kaeto turned to his older brother sharply. “As you have missed all but a handful of the daily briefings on the situation, Brother, you may not be fully apprised of the nuance. If the protests erupt into violence, half of the city will rise up against the other half.”

Proclus gave Kaeto a look of utter boredom and covered a yawn. “You overstate the matter. Besides, that’s what the bloody guard is for—putting down dissent. You are too timid, Kaeto. You always have been.”

Watching the exchange, Caius had to suppress a familiar lurch of nausea at the thought of what the future of the Alyrion Empire would look like once Constanzus was gone. That evening, he took himself back to the peace and quiet of his house with a sense of real relief. Not that his home didn’t hold its own ghosts these days, but his body ached with injury and strain, and his mind ached with the weight of everything he’d learned.

Tertia, his house slave, was waiting for him when he arrived. The smell of cooking food wafted from the kitchen. Her eyes widened when she took in his battered appearance, but—rather unusually, for her—she said nothing about it.

“You’re back late,” she offered in a neutral tone.

“And you’re here late,” he retorted. A frown furrowed his forehead as he noticed the gray cast of her complexion in the firelight. “Are you well, Tertia? You look ill.”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I made you roast fowl and preserved vegetables for dinner. Shall I serve you before I leave?”

Cauis’ appetite had been thoroughly spoiled by the events of the past couple of days. However, he’d also been a soldier for nearly half his life. He had learned early and well the importance of fueling the body, even during hard times.

“Yes, thank you,” he said. After a pause, he added, “And regarding that unpleasantness yesterday, I might have spoken too soon when I promised it would be dealt with. It’s still nothing that should concern you directly... but you might want to take extra care, just in case. In fact, should you wish to take a few days off and lie low, I would encourage you to do so. Especially since you do, in fact, look rather unwell.”

At his words, she looked even more unwell, but she lifted her chin in response. “Worry about yourself, Legatus. I’ve work to do, and I’ll do it as I always have.”

He watched her for a long moment. She didn’t back down, though she did seem reluctant to hold his gaze. Not for the first time, he found himself acutely aware of the difference in their stations, and he wondered what unseen pitfall of protocol he’d stumbled across this time.

“As you like,” he said eventually. “Dinner sounds good. I’ll go clean up and be ready to eat shortly.”

“You do that,” she murmured, and turned back to the kitchen.

After retiring to his room to splash water on his face—in the vain hope of washing away the stench of palace politics and intrigue—he returned to find the table set and Tertia gone. Perhaps she’d taken his words to heart after all, and would rest at home for a few days. Alternately, perhaps she was merely finished with her work and had no desire to spend more time in his presence than necessary.

He ate, barely tasting the fowl or the vegetables, and washed it down with a goblet of full-bodied red. It was the same vintage he’d shared with Decian on their last night together. Now, it tasted bitter.

Irritated with himself, he thrust the unwanted memory away and tried to focus on the task currently before him.

The brief skirmish between Kaeto and Proclus today had been... interesting. It was no secret that the pair hated each other. However, for that hatred to bleed through in such a public setting was unusual. Even more unexpected had been the thrust of the exchange itself. Kaeto had shown little else but contempt for the pagans in the capital. Yet his words today had demonstrated a more nuanced understanding of the consequences to political security in Amarius, should the radical wing of the Church hold sway during the upcoming ecumenical council.

Perhaps that should not have surprised him, though. Kaeto had never been lacking in intelligence—only in moral character. Meanwhile, his older brother demonstrated all the political nuance of a drunkard set loose in a brothel. While both Kaeto and the Empress might believe Caius’ support lay with Proclus, they were mistaken. At this point, if someone had held a knife to his throat and demanded he choose a side, he’d probably throw his support behind Bruccias, the youngest. While there was a difference between diplomacy and self-serving oiliness, it wasn’t quite as wide a gap as either cruelty or idiocy.

He knocked back the rest of the wine, grimacing. How was it possible that the same man who had sired Decian had also sired the three abhorrent princeps?

With a growl of irritation, Caius pushed away from the table and stood. Thoughts of Decian were the last damned thing he needed right now. The young man’s facade of good-natured innocence covered the soul of a monster. And Caius had allowed that... that creature into his bed. He’d kissed lips that had later been stained with human blood.

He paced restlessly through his house, trying to dislodge the memory of the previous night.

What are you? Caius had demanded, standing in that fateful mud and blood-soaked alley, amid the carnage of dead and dying assassins.

I don’t know! The ghost of Decian’s voice rang in his memory. That’s what I’m trying to tell you! That day in the kennels... that was the first time it’s ever happened. And this was the second! Caius—I don’t know what this is!

An unpleasant knot tightened in Caius’ gut. As he had done at the time, he pushed the anguished words away, refusing to consider them. How could a shapeshifter reach the age of twenty-six without knowing exactly what sort of abomination lived inside him? Shifters were cold-blooded killers—every goddamned, miserable one of them. His father had learned that lesson the hard way, and so had Caius, long ago on an Eburosi beach.

The only good shapeshifter was a dead shapeshifter.

So why didn’t you kill him?

The nagging internal voice prodded at him; its presence as irksome as a blistered heel during a long march. Caius had no answer beyond the obvious—that he was a sentimental fool. Heading for his bedroom, he attempted to refocus his thoughts on more immediate matters. He needed a plan to outwit Kaeto and expose his machinations to the court.

Hours later, stomach still churning, he drifted into a restless sleep despite having made very little progress on the matter.
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BEFORE THE AGE OF SIXTEEN, Decian had never been to a brothel. After the age of sixteen, he’d also never been to a brothel because he’d been stuck in a prison cell for the crime of being a nobleman’s bastard. Now, apparently, he worked in a brothel... albeit, not in the fun way.

In prison, he’d had a few serious run-ins with guards or fellow prisoners over the years—enough to recognize this current dull-witted, disconnected feeling as a form of shock. Miraculously, he’d emerged from a battle against half a dozen armed men on horseback last night with nothing more serious than a couple of scrapes.

But that was only on the outside. He wasn’t quite ready to examine the bleeding wounds hidden on the inside.

It was fortunate that Saleene and Zuri had only set him to cleaning and tidying in exchange for temporary room and board in the brothel. It was mindless drudgery, if a bit sticky and unpleasant, at times. After letting him sleep uninterrupted for several hours, Zuri had returned and given him a bowl of porridge for breakfast. When he was finished eating, she showed him what needed doing—mostly cleaning and changing the linens in the bedrooms used for assignations.

While he was admittedly rusty after so long spent sleeping on dirty straw in a prison cell, it didn’t take long for the chores from his childhood to come back to him. He swept and dusted and tucked fresh sheets around the corners of straw-stuffed mattresses. All the while, his mind floated somewhere just out of reach of his feelings, the distance preventing him from poking at the fresh, bleeding wound in his heart.

When the last bedroom was once more in a nominally respectable state, Zuri reappeared. Decian realized he had no earthly idea what time of day it was. He’d started work late in the morning. Since then, he’d been putting one foot in front of the other as he made his way through the list of simple tasks.

“You’re finished?” Zuri asked. “Good. Come with me. There’s a bowl of stew from the tavern waiting for you. After that, we need to talk.”

Decian nodded agreement, even as the dark mass of very bad things hovering around him circled restlessly. He followed her, not to the communal area where the working girls and Tullio took their meals, but instead to a private room at the back of the building. From the piled ledgers and sheaves of vellum scattered across the heavy desk and tables, he gathered the place was Saleene’s private office. The woman in question sat behind the desk, her painted face looking a bit careworn in the late afternoon light slanting in through the single window.

She glanced up as they entered.

“Ah. Decian. There’s dinner for you on the side table. Eat, but don’t dawdle.” She gestured toward a covered bowl waiting on a table by the wall that was less cluttered than most of the rest of the room. A spoon, a cup, and a carafe of water sat next to it.

“Thanks,” Decian managed. Somehow, the atmosphere of the room reminded him of the handful of times in his childhood when he’d been called before the tutor his mother had hired for him, to account for some misdeed or shortcoming.

He crossed the room and sat wordlessly in the wooden chair that had been set out for him, uncovering the bowl and pouring water into the cup. Saleene and Zuri talked business as he ate, discussing the previous night’s takings and whether they should bring in another girl to keep up with demand.

By rights, Decian should have been hungry after several hours of steady physical work, but the stew sat in his stomach like a lump of lead. He finished it anyway. When he was done, he rose, figuring whatever was about to happen, he should probably be on his feet.

Both women’s attention immediately fell on him, and he was once more transported back to the times when he’d stood before his strict tutor.

“You’ve both been very kind,” he began, attempting to get out in front of whatever was coming next. “But I don’t intend to abuse your hospitality for any longer than necessary—”

Saleene cut him off with a wave of her manicured hand. “I didn’t bring you here to make pretty speeches, Decian,” she said.

He closed his mouth, taking that on board for a second or two before responding. “Then... why did you bring me here?”

She sat back in her chair, regarding him.

It was Zuri who replied, however. “You’re a shapeshifter. I saw your eyes glow.”

Saleene shifted in her seat, still watching him intently. “That’s why I brought you here. It’s also why Zuri insisted you be allowed to stay in the first place. Which, I should add, is more than a little bit awkward—since I don’t personally believe in shapeshifters.” She titled her head, assessing him. “So. Anything to say?”

Decian’s knees chose that moment to stop supporting his weight, and he sat down abruptly in the chair he’d vacated earlier.

“No,” he whispered.

Zuri looked ceilingward, as though for strength.

Saleene continued to drill holes through Decian with her gray gaze. “I’m going to need a bit more than that. Try again.”

He shook his head mutely, aware on some level that this was the prelude to him getting tossed out on his ear if he was lucky or turned in to the magistrate if he wasn’t.

In Alyrios, anyone credibly accused of having or using magic was executed. For most of Decian’s life, that had been an abstract concept that didn’t affect him personally. But now...

Zuri blew out a breath. “For the gods’ sake, Saleene—the boy is terrified. Stop glaring at him.” She turned her attention to Decian. “We’re not going to drag you before the authorities.”

“Oh,” he said blankly, still feeling as though his mind was running at a slight lag from the rest of reality. “Well, that’s... good?”

“’Good,’ he says,” Saleene muttered.

Zuri glared at her, but her words were for Decian. “Like I told you, I already know. I saw it last night. The question is, why in the ancestors’ names would you stay in Amarius when you could have run, instead? And not just in Amarius, either. But the imperial palace? That’s madness, and I don’t believe you to be mad.”

Decian wavered, before desperation to spill his story to someone who might listen and understand won out over caution. He curled forward in his chair, elbows on knees, face in hands, addressing his words to the floor.

“Whatever it is, it’s only happened twice. I have no idea what’s happening or how to control it.” He glanced up nervously, to find Zuri crossing her arms as though to say, now we’re getting somewhere.

“Last night, when you and Caius were attacked?” she asked. “It happened then?”

He nodded miserably.

“And the legatus saw?” Zuri pressed. “That was what you meant when you told us you had a fight and he sent you away?”

He swallowed hard, remembering the feel of Caius’ sword blade pressed beneath his chin. “Well... it was less of a fight and more of a...” He trailed off, unable to think of a suitable word.

“You mean he didn’t take it well,” Zuri suggested, when it became apparent he had no idea how to finish the sentence.

The problem with spilling his guts, Decian realized too late, was that it threatened to tear away the gray cloud of dissociation that had been muffling his emotional reactions until now.

“You could say that,” he whispered.

“Stop,” Saleene said. “Both of you. I’ve known Caius the better part of four years. He doesn’t go in for this kind of woo-woo religious nonsense any more than I do. Zuri, I know this is what you were raised to believe—and fate knows I agree that in general, pagan beliefs are less noxious and stultifying than Deimonist beliefs. But we live in the real world, and people do not spontaneously turn into animals. They just... don’t.”

The look Zuri turned on her was one of patience. “Most people don’t, it’s true. But some do. And in the empire, if they’re caught, it does not go well for them.”

The pair squared off. “You mean if they’re accused, it doesn’t go well for them,” Saleene said. “I know how it goes. Someone has a grudge against someone else. Or maybe a person is mentally ill, behaving irrationally. And, whoops, somehow a whisper reaches the magistrate’s ear—and suddenly, that person becomes a dangerous pagan magician.” She held up a hand to stave off whatever Zuri was about to say in response to that. “No, let me finish. I’m not claiming there aren’t things in the world we still don’t understand, my love. But at its heart, the world is a rational place. Shapeshifters are just a story people tell to make pagans seem more dangerous, and foreigners seem more threatening.”

“You know I adore you, haartlam,” Zuri said without heat, “but you’re wrong about this.”

Saleene let her hand fall to the desk with a soft slap. “Have you ever seen a shapeshifter?”

Zuri raised an eyebrow. “Aside from the one sitting in this room, you mean?”

Saleene only stared at her.

Zuri huffed. “Fine. No, I have not. But the healer in my grandmother’s village was a shapeshifter. She told me how he could turn into an eagle—which is also how I learned that shapeshifters’ eyes glow when they’re roused. Just as Decian’s eyes glowed last night when he became upset.”

“Right,” Saleene said. “Of course. That’s a much more sensible explanation than the idea that the lamplight hit them oddly for a moment.”

The dark-skinned woman’s lips twisted. “There’s a simple enough way to confirm it.”

“Is there?” Saleene asked.

“We take him with us tonight and introduce him to Licinius.”

Saleene’s mouth turned down as well. “I’m not completely convinced that Licinius isn’t one of those pagans who falls under the ‘mentally ill’ category.”

“He’s a powerful practitioner,” Zuri countered. “Even if he is a bit... eccentric. He will be able to tell if Decian is a shapeshifter.”

“Erm...” Decian said, his eyes following their verbal volleys back and forth like watching a sporting event.

They both looked at him. “Yes?” Saleene snapped.

He licked his lips, trying to organize his muddled thoughts. “Three things. First, where are you planning on taking me? Second, who the hell is Licinius?” He paused. “And third... do I get a say in any of this?”

Saleene still looked irked as she began counting the answers off on her fingers with exaggerated patience. “One. Someplace your friend Caius certainly wouldn’t approve of. Two. An eccentric pagan who’s approximately the same age as the catacombs he lives in, and three—you’re free to walk out that door at any time,” she said. “In fact, please do. It would save me an untold amount of trouble.”

“He’s not leaving,” Zuri said with finality. “Decian, you said you don’t understand what’s happening to you. If you want to find out, you’ll come with us tonight and talk to Licinius. Now, what do you say?”

Decian drew breath to tell them thanks but no thanks, and to apologize for imposing on Saleene’s hospitality. Before he could form the words, however, the memory of another consciousness wresting control of his body from him rose up. It smothered the words, making him choke on air. If Zuri truly knew someone who could help him untangle the madness of the past few weeks, he’d be an idiot to turn down the chance.

He let his breath flow out in a sigh of resignation.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll come.”
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THE CATACOMBS AND OSSUARIES beneath Amarius were practically a city unto themselves. Decian had heard about them, of course. Everyone had. They were a staple of frightening childhood stories, spread from one youngster to another with the intent to send a chill through the blood. He’d never expected to see them firsthand.

As the population of the capital city grew over the centuries, the bodies of the poor and unwanted had been buried in tunnels that were expanded as the ranks of the dead swelled. At some point, an enterprising engineer raided the bones of the long-deceased to shore up the structure. Over time, the practice came to be part of the ritual of death in Amarius, as older bones were moved to make room for fresh bodies and used as supports for the ever-growing labyrinth of underground passageways.

Decian looked around him in wonder. Something about the place called to him in a way he couldn’t explain. He was standing in a corbelled vault with walls made of skulls and long bones, lit by flickering torches. The space echoed, flattening nearby sounds while enhancing distant ones. The sickly-sweet smell of death tickled the back of his throat, but it had largely been overpowered by the musty smell of great age.

He’d come here with Zuri and Saleene. They were dressed in hooded cloaks that threw their features into shadow, as were most of the other people present. The entrance they’d brought him through had been in the basement of a building that backed up to the Cock’s Crow tavern—not a proper door with a stairway, but rather an irregular hole chipped out of the brickwork, with the rubble piled in such a way to allow someone to make their way down to the catacombs lying beneath.

Zuri had led the way down with a lantern to light their surroundings, but once they’d entered the warren of the ancient under-city, torches had guided them toward this manmade cavern of bone. Decian counted a crowd of perhaps three score and ten milling around the area, speaking in muted tones as smaller groups formed and broke apart.

“I trust it goes without saying that you’ll become very unpopular, very quickly, should you decide to start flapping your mouth about what you see here tonight,” Saleene said in a dry tone.

Decian gave her a look. “What am I going to do—run back to the palace and tell the guards?”

“Good point,” she replied.

Zuri met his eyes. “You said your mother worships the old gods, Decian... and you have magic. These are your people. They’re here because they’re trying to survive.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Would I be likely to find the organizers of the protest marches here?” he asked. “Is it the same group?”

In the run-up to the Amarian Council, set to decide the fate of pagan practitioners in the empire, protests had been growing throughout the city. Some
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