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“...and so, King Bavedict claimed the throne in the year eight hundred and twenty-six...” the tutor droned on. As he spoke he scrawled each word onto the large gray slate in front of him.

Seneria wasn’t listening. Her eyes were fixed on the hand mirror in her lap, observing her expressions as she tried to mimic her mother. 

The grand duchess had one particularly serene expression that she used on the most difficult of courtiers, one which always seemed interested if reserved, no matter how she actually felt. It would be the perfect look to use on annoying tutors, if Seneria could master it. Unfortunately, she took after her father, with pronounced cheekbones, a strong chin, and altogether too sharp a nose. Her attempts led her to look sullen, stern, or bored, and always intimidating.

“Pay attention.” The words formed in her mind, echoing the dry voice of her guardian. 

Seneria glanced at him. There was no indication that Hermokrates was even awake, let alone paying attention to her. He sprawled on his back on the room’s single windowsill, soaking up sunlight just like a normal cat. The light showed the deep violet color of his fur and revealed him for what he truly was: a familiar, supernatural creatures that formed the backbone of almost all the magic at work in the seven kingdoms.

Despite their shapes, familiars were no ordinary animals. Despite his appearance, Hermokrates was no ordinary familiar. He had been human once, and was still capable of thought, speech, and magic. He didn’t twitch so much as a whisker, but Seneria heard his thoughts as clearly as if he were standing right next to her and speaking aloud. “You’re being rude. You’ll need to know these histories later.”

It did not take her long to form a reply. “It’s my family he’s going on about. I already know all about dear, crazy great-great uncle Bavedict.” She stuck her tongue out at the familiar, but slipped the mirror back into her skirt pocket and turned to face the slate currently propped up against two bookcases. 

Her attention wandered again almost immediately, this time to the blue sky outside the window. Veldren, the tutor, continued to speak – unaware that his lecture was being ignored, or of the silent conversation flowing between Seneria and her guardian.

Hermokrates yawned, showing off a set of pearly white fangs. “Don’t be impertinent.”

Seneria was about to respond when a popping sound echoed around the study nook. A green bird-familiar the size of a crow appeared on top of her open history book, holding a scroll in its beak. The familiar hopped forward once, dropped the scroll onto a clear portion of her desk, and vanished with the same popping noise that had announced its arrival.

Seneria blinked. The farther familiars went from the mages that owned them, the more magic it took to control them. For that reason, no one wasted the energy to send letters by familiar except in dire emergencies. She reached for the scroll.

Veldren snatched it out from under her hand, his thin face graver than usual.

“That letter,” Seneria said, holding her hand out for the scroll, “was delivered to me.”

Veldren raised his hand, lifting the parchment out of her reach. “A mistake, I’m certain. Wait here while I deliver this to the king.”

“I can take it to my father.”

“Why, so you can open it as soon as you’re out of sight?” Veldren’s voice dripped with scorn.

Seneria crossed her arms and glowered at him. Anger, unlike polite interest, was an expression she excelled at. When cross, Seneria looked every inch her father’s daughter, and no small bit like an angry hawk. Her old tutor and most of her servants had quailed under that gaze, which was why they had recently been replaced with people like Veldren. He did not quail. He stood next to the desk and glared right back at her.

“I will deliver it, Duchess. We will resume your lessons when I return.” Veldren left the study nook and entered the library. From where she was, Seneria couldn’t see the door leading to the rest of the castle, but she could hear it slam shut behind him. There was a thud as the lock slid home.

“Can you believe that?” she said.

Hermokrates stretched and leapt down from the windowsill. “That’s exactly what you would have done, as we are both well aware.”

“What’s wrong with that?” She rose from her chair and began to pace the room, weaving around the six rosewood desks as she moved back and forth. Each time she hit a wall she spun with greater force, causing her magenta skirts to swirl around her legs and her chestnut braid to smack repeatedly against her arm. “I’m the next Solaris. Fighting threats to the realm is my job! But I’ll never learn how to do it if they keep shutting me out every time something interesting happens!”

Hermokrates sat in between the windowsill and her desk, in the middle of the square of light shining through the window. The sun seemed to edge each violet fur with light, making him look even more magical than he already was. He could have been a statue of gold and amethyst if it had not been for the tip of his tail, which twitched in time with her footsteps.

“Last I checked,” he said, “your name is still Seneria. You aren’t Solaris yet. For now, these problems aren’t your problems.”

“Krates!” She turned to stare at him. “You were Solaris once. Don’t you think I should be allowed to help? Or at least be told about this sort of thing?”

He smacked her lightly with one paw as she walked past him towards the window. “That’s why you have me. It’s my job to protect, guide, and tutor you until you are old enough to take the name Solaris and become the next Mage of the Sun. Until the day you take your vows, you’re still Duchess Seneria, and you can expect to be treated as such.”

“Okay, tutor, why don’t you use this to teach me?” She turned from the window and allowed her pacing to carry her out into the library. Hermokrates followed at her heels. “Strange familiars mean trouble. Trouble means a council session. Thirteen is old enough to sit on the council, but I don’t even get to do that! Everyone always treats me like a child, no matter what I do or what I’m capable of!”

She reached the center of the library and fell into one of the plush, plum colored reading chairs. After nine years of etiquette lessons, she didn’t lose her composure even in anger. She landed perfectly: back straight, hands held neatly in her lap, and without a single fold of her skirt out of place.

Hermokrates stopped and sat in front of the chair, his posture every bit as controlled as hers. Here, away from the windows and the candles on the walls, he looked like nothing more than an exceptionally dark tabby cat – except for the gaze from his golden eyes, heavy with history and wisdom. Sometimes it was hard to take orders from a cat, even a magical one, but all Seneria had to do was meet his eyes to remember that Hermokrates was not what he appeared to be.

“Those destined to be Solaris are always brash and impulsive,” he said. “For one moment, will you attempt to remember what I have taught you about the relationship between Solaris and the seven kingdoms?”

Seneria sighed but tried to think. What had he said about politics? Nothing recently. Well, the Tower of the Sun is in Ruby Kingdom, so Solaris doesn’t have anything to do with Amethyst Kingdom, other than that I was born here. Why was that? She ran a finger over the beaded embroidery on her skirt, tracing the patterns as she struggled to come up with an answer. Hermokrates began bathing his tail patiently. Seneria knew that he would say nothing until she did. He would wait as long as it took for her to answer his question.

“Solaris and Lunaris, the Mages of the Sun and Moon, only fight threats to the realm. We can’t jump into the politics of one country unless we’re invited, or unless we know it will lead to trouble elsewhere,” she said at last.

“Very good.”

“But I’m still the king’s daughter.” She glanced around the library. This time of day, which had always been reserved for tutoring the royal children, it was completely empty. Later it would be full of scholars, nobles, and castle staff all going about the business of running their lives, or running the kingdom. Seneria wasn’t allowed to do either. 

Krates ran her life, and had done so since the day she was born. She was destined for the Tower of the Sun as soon as she turned sixteen, and she would rarely be allowed to leave it unless one of the kingdoms petitioned her for aid. But Krates wouldn’t let her have even a little fun now, not even the fun of a well-provoked tantrum. He had to make everything sound reasonable. And he wasn’t done yet.

“You might be his daughter but you aren’t his heir,” he said.

No, not the heir. Solaris can’t have any connections to the seven kingdoms except our duty to them, like he hasn’t told me that every single day. She leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling, which had been painted with the family symbol of a unicorn rampant. It was her family’s symbol, but not hers. Solaris was considered immune from things like family, or friends, or anything else that could keep them from being impartial. Uncle Toras is the heir now, and Joiya is in line after him. They’ll both be in my place at the council table.

She did not say that out loud. Instead she said, “There’s never a place for me.”

Hermokrates leaned forward and rubbed against her legs. “The Tower of the Sun is yours, in three years. It’s not so long to wait,” he said. “Until then-”

“Until then I take up space in the castle and do nothing!” she said. “Nothing important, nothing fun. Uncle Toras lets my cousins do both, but you and my parents don’t let me do either!” All three of her cousins were being trained to run a kingdom, or at least an estate, but they were all allowed to have their own hobbies too. Joiya has her athletics, and Ceinfryn has her inventing, and Riorden is allowed to throw all those parties and what do I do? Nothing! I have talents too! “I know I’m not like my cousins, but I could still do something other than sit around and study a bunch of moldy old history books.”

“You will need to know the histories of the seven kingdoms if you are to keep the peace Senma and I built.”

“I could still do other things too,” she said.

“Like what?” Hermokrates asked. He jumped from the floor and curled up on her lap.

Seneria buried her hands in his soft fur without thinking about it. He purred at the attention, and she stroked him while she answered his question. “Like magic. If you lifted the restraint on me a little, I could help. I could work with the palace mages or I could go to the infirmaries in the city and use my healing gift.”

The restraint was a constant source of tension between them. Her magic had emerged two years earlier, and Hermokrates was quick to lock it down. To Seneria her magic felt like a fountain that had been capped off. Only a trickle escaped the restraint, and that was all the magic she could use at a time. She could feel the rest of it trying to break free, but she could no more access it than walk through walls.

The familiar shook his head. “No magic. You’re too young. You must learn how to control it properly and responsibly before I release you.”

“And when will that be?”

He left her lap and climbed onto the arm of the chair, folding back up into his rigid teaching posture. “The full amount will be available to you once you take your vows. Until then I will release it slowly, as I see fit.”

She slammed her hand down on the arm, a few inches from his paws. “Krates! Veldren’s lessons are useless and you! You won’t teach me any more magic until I’m ‘ready’. What am I supposed to do?”

“I know it’s difficult,” he said.

She snorted.

“I know,” he repeated. “Have you ever wondered how I knew you were the next Solaris, from the very moment of your birth?”

The change of topic was so abrupt that Seneria stared at him for a moment before she could reply. “No?” she managed to say. “It’s just magic though. Your magic and mine-”

“The magic that didn’t appear until you were eleven?”

She gaped at him. She never had wondered. The story I heard was only that he showed up in the room as soon as I was born and scared the midwife half out of her wits. He had spoken to her parents, and given that there were only two familiars capable of speech in the seven kingdoms, that had been the end of it. She’d heard the story countless times, but never thought much of it.

Hermokrates stretched and settled himself more comfortably on the arm of the chair. “Celestial mages do not occur naturally,” he said. “Not anymore. Every time a new Solaris needs to be born, I give up a piece of my soul to do it.”

“Krates!”

He twitched his ears back, then forward – his version of a shrug. “Senma and I nearly gave our lives to make sure Lord Chaos didn’t drown the world in darkness. Giving up our souls seemed a small price to pay to keep him slumbering, and guarded.”

Seneria studied him. She knew that he had been human, and that he’d taken over the body of a familiar in order to train others to use magic as he did. But she hadn’t known, or cared, where that magic came from. I thought it was fate – one mage starts getting older and another one is born. What would have happened to the seven kingdoms if he and Senma had decided to die instead?

He chirruped and bumped his head against her hand. “Your magic presents differently than mine, and you have more of it than I ever did, but both come from the same source. Your impatience, your brashness, your desire for action...these are caused by your magic. You must learn to control them.”

She sighed. “It’d be easier if I was allowed to do something, anything! I don’t care what but I hate sitting around all the time.”

“There’s never been a female Solaris before, let alone one born to so high a position,” he said. “Still, you must learn to work around what you have been given. In a few years, you’ll be one of the most important figures in the realm. And neither rulers nor their subjects will take you seriously if all they know you as is The Brat.”

Seneria wrinkled her nose. Of the many unflattering names the residents of the castle called her behind her back, that was the least offensive and, conversely, the most irritating to her. The other words might be worse, but only The Brat reminded her of how everyone considered her a mere child.

Hermokrates laughed. “They wouldn’t call you such things if you didn’t act the part. What you can do for now is wait quietly until Veldren returns, and then have the grace to pay attention once he gets here.”

Seneria shook her head. “That isn’t good enough.”

The familiar shook his head in return, but he was done with both the conversation and the lecture. He jumped off the arm of the chair and headed back to the little study room and the warm sunny windowsill he had left behind.
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Seneria remained seated for a full three minutes before she couldn’t sit still any longer.

No matter what Hermokrates said, she wasn’t going to sit around obediently while her father and his councilors decided what crumbs of information to feed her. Fifteen minutes for Veldren to get in to see father at the shortest. There’s already a council meeting today, so perhaps ten minutes to switch topics. But Veldren will be back soon.

That decided her, more than anything else. She used her trickle of power to give Hermokrates a mental nudge. His response was a sleepy murmur. She grinned. Like any normal cat, Hermokrates could fall asleep almost instantly. She bounced out of the velvet chair and stalked off into the library, weaving through a labyrinth built from bookcases twice as tall as she was, leaving the study room and the sleeping familiar behind.

Seneria had spent half her life running away from Hermokrates’ over-bearing attentions. As Guardian of the Sun he stayed by her side night and day. He lurked in her shadows, or perched on her shoulder, or huddled under her chair, but he never left her alone. Even when he wasn’t next to her, she could feel him as a presence in the back of her mind – not usually intrusive, but always ready to leap in with a sarcastic comment or a disappointed lecture. She didn’t even get the illusion of privacy when he was asleep, because he could wake up just as instantaneously as he drifted off and the first thing he did was check in with her.

It would have driven her mad if it hadn’t been for King Bavedict. Her great-great uncle had possessed a paranoia streak a mile wide. He had torn down everything but the keep and rebuilt the castle from the ground up, riddling the whole thing with secret doors and escape tunnels. Seneria, in her endless quest to spend some time alone, had found them all. She knew the castle better than anyone, even the servants. If Veldren thought he could lock her up in her own home, he had grossly underestimated her.

Seneria came to a bookcase along the eastern wall, its shelves filled with volumes of past import and export histories.

No one paid much attention to it, but Seneria knew that tilting a certain volume from the summer of the year eight hundred and eighty-two caused part of the shelf to swing open.

A dark hole yawned in the wall. Seneria paused, waiting to see if the sound of the door opening had roused Hermokrates. He humored her from time to time, but one wrong move could bring him to her side in an instant.

Thirty seconds passed, and Hermokrates did not appear.

Seneria stepped into the darkness and pulled the door closed behind her. The door led to the book restoration room, which she was not surprised to find dark and deserted. She knew that the castle did employ a book restorer, but he must work odd hours, for Seneria had never seen him. She stood still while her eyes adjusted as much as they could to darkness broken only by light coming in from a few small chinks where the door did not close properly. The air was heavy with the scent of book dust, ink, and glue.

Even without the lamps lit, Seneria knew the layout of this little room. The work table was against the wall to her right, covered in glue pots, paintbrushes, string, fresh parchment, dyes and other chemicals, delicate knives and all the other various tools of the trade. There was a book case on the wall to her left, which held all the volumes and scrolls that needed to be repaired. 

She and her cousins had once made a game of trying to catch the restorer at his business, though they had never succeeded. The only indication that he worked here was the fact that things moved around on the desk and shelves between visits.

Her eyes were as adjusted as they were going to get. The shape of the worktable and its chair loomed in the darkness, distinct enough that she could avoid them. She walked forward. Four steps, and her foot caught on an unexpected pile of books on the floor behind the chair. They toppled over in front of her. Seneria tried to regain her balance, and only ended up falling backwards with an audible thump. 

She sat where she had fallen, once again listening for Hermokrates. Nothing happened. She gathered the books into a hasty pile and went on her way.

The wall at the far end of the room was covered with a woven hanging, like much of the empty wall space in the palace. This particular tapestry, a rather trite scene of a shepherd and shepherdess deemed too low quality to hang in the public eye, did not cover a blank wall, but the entrance to a staircase ending in an oak door painted granite grey. Seneria lifted the tapestry, walked down the stairs, and went through the door. It opened into one of the servants’ halls which crisscrossed the ground under the palace.

The public side of the castle was lavishly decorated with expensive furnishings, wall hangings, rugs, and art. The servants’ halls were plainer – only rushes on the floor, the grey granite walls only occasionally decorated with lower quality weavings and tapestries. Upper servants like Veldren tended to stick to the public side. While the lower servants certainly knew she ought to be locked up in the library right now - there was very little about the palace they didn’t know - they wouldn’t dare confront her.

Seneria strolled along the hall as if she belonged there. Two maids passed her, clad in the lightly dyed and embroidered uniforms of the lower servants. They spoke and giggled quietly together as they moved on to their next task, and neither one paid the slightest bit of attention to her. Seneria walked on, passing three more servants before she reached the door she was looking for.

Like the door in the library was disguised as a bookcase, this one seemed to be a blank stretch of wall. But the flaws in the granite here were hinges, and a conveniently placed candle holder held a hidden switch. It had been designed for a grown man to open, and Seneria had to jump in order to hit it, but hit it she did. The switch clicked, and the door swung open.

This door led to another staircase, which ended in a half-sized escape door located just behind the king’s council seat. There were doors like this hidden behind any place where the king or queen might conceivably spend a good amount of time. Don’t know why, it’s not like anyone has invaded the castle in the last thousand years. Not like anyone even has an army. The closest you get is the Ruby Knights and they wouldn’t bother marching all the way up here. Common sense had not been Bavedict’s strong suit. Misguided or not, he had built the doors, and Seneria had no problem using them.

She opened the door just wide enough to wriggle through and scooted across the smooth stone floor until her back rested against the back of her father’s seat. She pushed the door slowly closed and settled down to listen. Her father must have skipped to the topic of the letter immediately, because the councilors were already discussing it when she arrived.

She recognized the voice currently speaking as belonging to Count Gaddes, a weasel-like man barely deserving of his peerage. “We don’t know if the letter is from him, Majesty. He’s never done anything of the sort before. It could be from any enemy of the kingdom, using the name of the Ghost to throw us off the trail.”

Seneria immediately dismissed her complaints about the Count. Compared to the Ghost, he was a mild irritant.

The Ghost was the number one enemy of the realm, a powerful mage who attacked at random and vanished just as mysteriously. Many mages and warriors had attempted to fight him over the years, and all of them had lost their lives. The Ghost, on the other hand, had never been seriously injured or inconvenienced.

Marchioness Vertan spoke, drawing Seneria back to the present moment. “The Ghost has never shown a pattern in what he does or where he goes. The fact that he’s never sent a letter before hardly means he would not choose to do so now.”

Of course, if he showed a pattern he would have been caught by now. Seneria stared at the wall. An intricate woven map of the realm covered most of the wall behind her father’s throne – supposedly to remind the council that they had to think of all seven kingdoms when making their decisions. There were seven kingdoms woven into the map, but in reality there were only six. The Ghost had destroyed Diamond Kingdom years ago, and no one had been able to stop him.
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Her uncle Toras, Prince of Amethyst Kingdom, spoke. “The letter is clearly a ploy to lure Seneria out into the open so he can attack her. Don’t forget that the former Lunaris, the future Lunaris, and the Guardian of the Moon all vanished when the Ghost rose to power.”

Her cousin Joiya spoke next, finishing her father’s thought. “He has reason to hate her. The current Solaris is an old man, and his magic is waning. Maybe the Ghost is trying to get rid of Ria before she takes her vows and becomes a threat to him.”

Behind the throne, Seneria’s heart pounded so loudly she thought for sure that the councilors would hear it. No one stopped the Ghost. No one stood in his way. He had already destroyed one half of the Celestial Balance – the office of the Moon – right down to the kingdom it was located in. So far he’d left the office of the Sun alone, but now he’d changed his mind. He wants to kill me, just like he killed the other Celestial mages.

Count Gaddes spoke again. “We lost Lunaris fifteen years ago. Why not go after the Sun then? Why not kill Seneria as a baby, instead of waiting for her to grow up? It makes no sense.”

The marchioness laughed. “And as we all know, everything the Ghost does makes perfect sense.”

The king spoke. “It doesn’t matter,” he said, interrupting before the count and marchioness could start their usual pointless bickering. Silence fell in the chamber, interrupted only by the rustle of fabric and the faint sound of breathing. “It doesn’t matter who sent the letter. If we assume it is the Ghost and prepare accordingly, then we prepare for the worst. The real issue here is how we are going to protect my daughter.”

I’d like to know the answer to that too. A part of the chair was digging into her shoulders, but Seneria couldn’t risk moving when no one was speaking. They would hear her in the silence. And nothing but silence greeted the King’s statement. Everyone has gotten so used to the Ghost being unbeatable that they don’t know what to try.

Count Gaddes spoke first. “The Ghost said he’ll be waiting for her, but that last line...what if he decided to come after her here? We haven’t the resources to cope with him.” He paused for a moment, only to continue when no one else spoke. “Perhaps we ought to take the risk of moving your daughter elsewhere – with a guard of course. She could go to the Tower of the Sun. It has protections going back a thousand years.”

Someone slammed their hand on the table. Seneria started. “Sending the duchess to the Tower at this age goes against all protocol!” The speaker was Baron Kellan, who had been silent until this point. “She isn’t supposed to set foot on that hallowed estate until she’s old enough to take her vows.”

A throat cleared and Prince Toras jumped in. “While I think her life is more important than a rule, the Tower is in Ruby Kingdom. That’s a long journey with the Ghost haunting the roadways. Anything could happen, guard or no guard.”

Marchioness Vertan tapped her nails on the polished mahogany table while she spoke. “Sending her out there would be like serving her to the Ghost on a silver platter.” Several other councilors, who hadn’t spoken yet, murmured their agreement with her statement.

Count Gaddes was not one of them. “It is far too dangerous to allow her to stay within these walls with the Ghost after her. Keeping her here is an invitation for him to attack the castle.”

“You,” the marchioness said with a small laugh, “are under no obligation to stay.”

Seneria rolled her eyes and shifted her position slightly to combat the pins and needles beginning to affect her legs. It was never possible to tell if the count and the marchioness said things they thought were right, or if they were only attempting to get under the other’s skin. Seneria didn’t trust either of them. If I was going to be queen, I’d kick them off the council the first chance I got.

A chair fell against the floor as Count Gaddes stood up. “It’s not just us at risk,” he said. “All of the people who live in the city will be in danger. And what about trade? If the Ghost targets the capital, no one sane will bring their goods here. Without the trade from other kingdoms crossing our borders, Amethyst Kingdom will perish.”

That’s the first sensible thing he’s said. Seneria looked up again at the map hanging above her. Amethyst Kingdom’s only source of income was their textiles. The soil was too poor to grow enough food for the country to live on. Without traders from the other kingdoms, and without access to the shipping port in Ruby Kingdom, the country would wither.

Prince Toras spoke again. “Casualties are unavoidable no matter where we send her, but you must remember she is the future Solaris. Our continued peace will depend on her, and we would be remiss to take unnecessary risks with her life. Nowhere in our kingdom is as well guarded as this castle.”

Joiya spoke next. “There aren’t any viable trade routes that go around our country. The other kingdoms rely on us just as much as we rely on them. Even if the Ghost does keep watch on our roads, they won’t cut us off.”

Wood scraped against stone as Count Gaddes picked up his chair and sat back down.  Silence reigned as he did this, then Baron Kellan spoke again. “Don’t forget she has that guardian of hers. This whole thing may come to nothing in the end.”

“I hardly think that ‘do nothing’ is an appropriate response,” said Joiya.

“I didn’t say that,” Baron Kellan replied. “Why not just move Seneria to the keep for now? The mages can reinforce the protective spells already there. And if the Ghost can get through all that, then nothing we can do would have been able to stop him anyway.”

It was enlightening to hear what they thought about her. She was something to protect, but not something to mourn over. None of them understand what Solaris does! All the things we fight so they don’t have to...things I’ll have to fight alone now that there’s no Lunaris to help.

The Ghost should have been enough of a lesson for them. He could come and go as he pleased, and left a trail of destruction in his wake. Just one rogue dark mage had managed to bring down an entire kingdom by himself. All that remained of Diamond Kingdom was a great rift in the ground and a constant wailing, whirling blizzard of snow and ice. Without a Solaris to keep dark magic in check, it wouldn’t be just the Ghost. He might still be the worst, but other dark mages would show up, and they’d all be as destructive as they wanted to be.

Her father’s throne moved back, toppling Seneria forward and bringing her rudely back to the present moment. She crawled forward to right herself, the noise she made covered by the sound of a dozen chairs being pushed back. She peeked around the throne just in time to see her father grab the scroll and tuck it into his pocket. Doubtless he was planning to go to the library to tell her of the move. The same library where Veldren had certainly returned to find her missing.

Seneria scrambled towards the door, glad that the shuffle of feet and the murmur of quiet conversation rose over the noise of the escape route opening.

Once she reached the servants’ hallway, Seneria broke into a run. She couldn’t do anything about Veldren, but she had to be back in the library before her father arrived. Getting sent to the keep was a bad enough situation on its own, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be made worse with additional punishments, if her father learned she had been sneaking around again. He could send her to the keep without any books to read, or forbid her cousins from visiting, or, even worse, send Veldren with her. Any one of those things would turn a bad situation into an intolerable one. No, she needed to arrive before he did.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]


Hermokrates sat by the door to the restoration room, eyes narrowed in anger and tail twitching like a landed fish. As soon as she came into the library he stepped out in front of her, forcing her to look down at him.

“Did you have fun sneaking around like a thief, spying on your father?” he asked. “Making me lie to your tutor for you?”

Seneria sighed and stepped over him to go back to the study room. “Can’t I take an interest in my own life? That letter was about me. But it’s not like they’ll be honest with me when they get here.”

He kept up with her easily. His tail lashed from side to side, making a series of thuds as it came in contact with the rosewood bookcases and the leather-bound volumes on their shelves. “You have some nerve demanding honesty after the way you act. Picking locks, picking pockets, spying and sneaking around!” He took a deep breath. “Seneria, we’ve talked about this. It’s no proper way to behave. Not for a duchess, certainly not for Solaris. You are to be the guiding light for the masses! You should abhor stooping to such lowly tactics.”

“Just because they’re not skills you like doesn’t mean they aren’t useful!” Seneria said. “Wasn’t Senma a thief before she became the first Lunaris? I bet she would be way more fun to have as a guardian than you.” She rounded
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