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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Fresh Meat

          

        

      

    

    
      Lara squatted down, squinting at the fresh boot prints in the dirt. A breeze blew short strands of blonde hair into her eyes, and she absently brushed them aside. She’d been hiking for over an hour without seeing a soul, not even a trace of a suspicious “hunting party” in the distance.

      These boot prints appeared out of nowhere and led toward the waterfall and into Yeska’s cavernous den—her and Nyalin’s temporary home after fleeing the Contests a few weeks back. That event had been either disastrous or momentous, depending on your perspective. Lara leaned toward the former, Yeska the latter. Perhaps it was a little of both.

      She double-checked in the fading light, but it was true. Not far back, the mud and grass were undisturbed, and then suddenly, the boot tracks began.

      And they led straight toward Nyalin.

      She took off at a run. He was alone in there. The rushing of the waterfall drowned out all other sound. Since they’d left the city, there’d been a strange distance between them that she’d been unable to find a way across. If she lost him now…

      A scent caught her nose over the waterfall’s ever-present mist as she reached the rocky path that led behind the curtain of water. Fresh bread? What the… No, it couldn’t be.

      Her stomach growled, though, disagreeing with her.

      Her boots slipped more than once, but she didn’t slow down, keeping one hand on the smooth, reassuring stone beside her, the other on her blade, her clan’s Dagger of Bone.

      Two voices, both familiar, reached her ears as she cleared the turn and the harshest roar of the water. She stopped, listening and sizing up the situation.

      A robed form was silhouetted by their small fire. Nyalin sat on a log facing the newcomer, frowning. The long, wavy mane of their visitor would have been a dead giveaway, even without the majestic sword, Shadow Wing, hanging at its usual graceful angle on his hip, the raw chips of obsidian glimmering. At the sword’s forging, the obsidian had fractured into a shape reminiscent of a dragon wing, hence its name, but ironically it was not bound to the Dark Dragon. Dozens of charms of every color glittered from their loop on the sword’s hilt.

      Emperor Pavan.

      Her pulse quickened. Was someone in trouble? Or was the emperor himself the trouble? It’d been a few weeks, but perhaps he hadn’t approved of their little stunt at the Bone Clan Contests.

      The men’s voices were hushed. Nyalin’s expression was… wary. Cold. Was that anger in his gaze? His glare reminded her of that day she’d accompanied him to the Obsidian mansion to get his things, the day she’d learned how little love was lost between him and his stepfather, Clan Leader Elix. The day he’d joined her clan, everything had changed.

      Why was Nyalin glaring so hard at Pavan? She thought back to when Nyalin had last seen the emperor. He told her they’d spoken about the lock on Nyalin’s magic. Emperor Pavan had admitted to placing the lock there at Nyalin’s birth, with the help of Linali, Nyalin’s now-dead mother, and Elix, clan leader of the Obsidian Clan. Linali had never shared who the baby’s father was, so upon her death, Elix, though a callous man, had taken him in and raised him as his stepson—or at least tolerated Nyalin’s presence in the Obsidian mansion. Lara couldn’t understand Elix’s neglect of Nyalin; as the clan’s leader, she had expected better of him. Elix’s refusal to teach Nyalin was the reason the young mage had shown up at Lara’s door. At the time, she’d been angry at Elix for refusing to see magic she knew Nyalin had. But to realize he’d helped to lock Nyalin’s magic away? That he’d deliberately tried to deprive Nyalin of his powers? Why? What could possibly have motivated them?

      In Nyalin’s last talk with Pavan, the emperor had refused to remove the lock so Nyalin could access his magic and compete legitimately in the Contests. Given no other options, she and Nyalin had decided to cheat. In hindsight, even if Nyalin had had access to his magic, there had been so much cheating on Andius’s side in the final round of the Contests that they probably would have had to cheat anyway to survive. But why had they even put the lock there in the first place?

      Yes, now that she was thinking about it, Nyalin’s pissed-off expression made perfect sense.

      His voice rose a little. “You could have told me…” he was saying. “You could have…” The words were lost to the waterfall again.

      Twisting her lips, she tightened her grip on the handle of the Dagger and slipped closer. She stuck to the shadows, rolling her feet from heel to toe delicately, deliberately, to stay silent. Just a little closer—and a little further from the rush of water.

      At the right moment, she sprang like a cat at its prey, her blade drawn, landing with soft feet just behind him.

      The emperor jumped just a little as the tip of the blade poked between his shoulder blades. Then he went still.

      Pavan was too tall for her to wrap an arm around his neck and press the blade to his throat, but she could very effectively apply it to his back. Kidneys would have worked as well, but this seemed more dignified, fitting for an emperor and all. She fought a smile sneaking into the corner of her mouth.

      “Emperor Pavan,” she said, voice smooth but still a little amused. “Great luck to you.”

      Pavan glanced over his shoulder at her. “With that kind of welcome, Lara, I’ll need it. Honor to you, this fine day.”

      “What brings us the honor of your presence?” She kept her voice as cold as Nyalin’s expression.

      Pavan cleared his throat. “Is this your standard greeting these days, Clan Leader?”

      “Yes.” She arched an eyebrow at his choice of title. Was he accepting that she’d stolen the blade—and clan leadership—then? “At least to those who appear in my home uninvited.”

      “I approve. And I see the weight of the clanblade has not changed your usual, uh, forthright style. Might I have your permission to turn around?”

      Her cheeks heated. If he turned, she’d lose her advantage. She pressed the blade ever so slightly. “Answer my question first. Why are you here?”

      He raised his right arm—his sword arm—indicating a burlap sack. The scent of fresh bread hit her more strongly now. “A diplomatic offering of peace.”

      She narrowed her eyes. Why would the emperor bring anyone a peace offering, let alone her or Nyalin? She exchanged a concerned glance with Nyalin.

      But if he did mean them harm, he could just as easily have held his sack in his other hand, his non-sword hand. She had a feeling the choice was deliberate. Not that the slight delay would have truly prevented him from dispatching them with Shadow Wing. She and Nyalin were good fighters, but Pavan was a war veteran with twenty years of practice on them. She didn’t like their odds.

      You’re forgetting. I would not let him. Yeska murmured in her mind. And he knows that.

      So you’d kill him after he killed us? What good would that do the empire?

      Perhaps they can make some use of a charred monarch?

      Yeska!

      I would speculate he agrees with you that would be quite a waste, which is why he’s holding bread and not a sword.

      But he’s hardly been straightforward with Nyalin. I’m not sure we can trust him.

      I don’t disagree, but if he had wanted to kill either of you, he could have done it already while you were separated.

      Good point.

      Swallowing, she took a step back but kept her weapon raised and ready in her hand. By Dala’s light, let her be right in trusting him. “Fine. Turn around, if you like.”

      The emperor turned his face to look over his shoulder at her, revealing half a smile. He had that way about him, always seeming amused and in control. “Perhaps we could all sit down around the fire and have a friendly chat. I won’t draw my blade, if you’ll sheathe yours.”

      “And I should just trust you on that?”

      “Well, I’m trusting that your ambitions end with your clan, and you’re not eager to usurp the entire empire.”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “You do have ambitions with your clan, don’t you?”

      “I never had ambitions. But I don’t fancy being abused property either.”

      “I imagine such a desire is universal. But not everyone acts as bravely as you, nor goes to such lengths for their freedom.” His smile was gentle. “Perhaps Nyalin could inspect my offering and tell us both if it’s adequate to let us break bread together in peace.” Without waiting for an answer, he tossed the sack over the fire toward Nyalin.

      Her shoulders tensed, grip tightening. Nyalin caught the bag, now glaring at it instead of the emperor. Yanking open the neck of the sack, Nyalin dug inside and withdrew an oblong object wrapped in linen. “Bread. Fitting.” But rather than looking pleased, his expression turned even more sour.

      She understood the bitterness about the lock, but her instincts flared that something more was going on here. Who gets mad about fresh bread?

      The emperor waved at him. “There’s more. Go on, look.”

      Grudgingly, Nyalin put the wrapped loaf on his pack near his feet—Yeska didn’t exactly have tables—and peered inside again. He looked up sharply and gasped. And a moment later, she saw why—he pulled out a kebab. And it was steaming.

      Her mouth immediately watered.

      “Well? Satisfactory?”

      Nyalin met the emperor’s gaze, still cold. “Your generosity is appreciated, Emperor. I think we can justify a few minutes to talk with him. And eat these kebabs. Lara?”

      “As long as you promise to explain why you’re here. And how you got here. And how you found us. Promptly.”

      “Of course,” the emperor replied. “The short answer? I bring news, and I flew.”

      “I did not think the dragons served you with favors,” she said. Reluctantly, she lowered her blade. “Or rides.”

      “They do not.” Emperor Pavan turned toward the fire and took a seat on a log, casual and confident as ever, his red crossover under his dark robe falling elegantly, with effortless grace.

      She wasn’t quite sure how he’d flown then, but as he offered no other details, she let it drop for now. The why was much more important than the how. She sheathed the clanblade but laid its scabbard across her lap as she found a seat beside Nyalin. They’d made a small camp here. Unfortunately, a dragon’s home wasn’t terribly comfortable for two humans, so they’d had to build a fire pit and rough places to sit and to sleep. Basic accommodations at this point, but, with time, they could improve it. Or they’d find somewhere else.

      She accepted a kebab from Nyalin. “I apologize if my greeting was a bit hostile, Emperor. It’s just I am not quite sure who I can trust these days.”

      “No apology is necessary,” he replied. “In fact, I am glad to see that you understand just how much danger you are in.”

      “Suspicious folk have been tracking in these hills,” Nyalin said, “and we are fairly certain they’re looking for us.”

      “These aren’t exactly prime hunting lands,” Pavan agreed. “Especially not with a dragon to compete with for wild game.”

      She took a bite—a massive one—and used that as an excuse to let the silence linger, to hope he’d say more. Nyalin, too, was chewing.

      “As to your conditions of my tentative welcome here. As I said, to your first question, I flew.” He must have read the slight deepening of the crease in her eyebrows—because she certainly didn’t say anything more than a grunt. “As myself. As a bat, in particular.”

      “A bat?” Nyalin swallowed as he raised an eyebrow. “Interesting choice.”

      “I practice different animal forms as often as I can.”

      “What about human ones?” Nyalin cut in, an edge to his voice.

      The emperor coughed. “Well. Can’t get rusty. Transformation has always been a specialty of mine, but practice is required to keep the skills sharp. But you know that. You wouldn’t have done so well in the Contests without a great deal of practice.”

      “Practice is right,” Lara murmured. “Practice at cheating.”

      Nyalin raised an eyebrow. “Hey, we did also practice the spells.”

      “What? I don’t care if he knows. In fact, he ought to know. Andius cheated too.” She was done hiding. She and Nyalin had cooked up quite the scheme to keep Andius from becoming clan leader by working together—something that was strictly not allowed. She’d fed Nyalin pure magical energy, but he’d still been the one to cast the spells. It’d been the only way to get around the magical lock, a desperate attempt to keep Lara from having to marry Andius. From that perspective, so far it had been a success, but things hadn’t gone as they’d hoped. Andius—and the dark forces helping him—had cheated so hard that they’d nearly killed Nyalin. Instead of winning the Contests, Nyalin and Lara had chosen to flee.

      Guilt still nagged at her over the things she’d done and the rules she’d broken, but the unfairness of the game itself made it a little easier to live with herself.

      “It’s okay.” Nyalin waved a hand at the emperor. “He knows. He knew about our plan before the Contests started, in fact. He put the lock there, remember? He knew I couldn’t do any of that alone.”

      Pavan frowned. “Now it wasn’t just me⁠—”

      “Oh, right. Elix knew too. That makes it better.” Nyalin’s eyes were hard and black in the firelight. Lara couldn’t blame him; she’d seen precious little kindness directed at Nyalin from his stepfather. Perhaps there was more to the story, since Elix had gifted Nyalin the sword of Nyalin’s mother just before the Contests, making their ploy more plausible. But considering the history between them, she had to wonder what Elix’s true motives were.

      She chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Wait, didn’t Elix show up and give you that sword just before the Contests began?”

      “Yes, he did have that bright idea.” Pavan’s flat tone said he hadn’t approved of the choice.

      “He was actually helping you and me cheat,” Nyalin said. “If you can believe that. The sword was an excuse—a reason I could say why I suddenly had power.”

      She looked from Pavan to Nyalin and back again. “What I don’t understand is why neither of you tried to stop us.”

      Pavan sighed and spread his hands, then rested a palm on each knee. “Why did you compete, if you already had the clanblade?”

      She shrugged. “Because winning would have made everything simpler.” Nyalin could have become the clan leader, and she could have given him the Dagger of Bone, and they could have ruled together as a team, no one else ever needing to know the truth of it all. An idealistic plan, but it had been their best shot.

      “Same reason we didn’t interfere.”

      “If Elix had really wanted to help Nyalin, he could have just removed the lock and taught him himself.” She licked a finger, delighting in the lack of decorum.

      “Unfortunately, things are not quite that simple.” Pavan leaned back and folded his arms. “Tell me, Lara. Do you think I want a ruthless, ambitious man like Andius as leader of the Bone Clan? Do you think he’d make my life easier or harder?”

      “Harder.” She ripped off another bite with her teeth, smaller this time but a little more viciously. Was it possible to spend too much time with a dragon? The warmth of the food—probably orchestrated by a careful combination of spells—should be civilizing, but she hadn’t realized she was so hungry.

      “Correct. Harder. I know the type. Ambitious without limits. And while I have an ability to influence clan affairs, who becomes clan leader is a bit … outside my purview.”

      “He is indeed ambitious,” she mused. “I never thought of that ambition reaching beyond the clan, but I think you’re right. Why wouldn’t he aim high? If his underhanded tactics work once, why not try again? If you can steal one throne, why not another? And since you as emperor don’t have an heir, who exactly is standing in his way? It’s even easier now. Myandrin is gone, and if I’m out of the way, who knows what Andius would do for power?”

      At those words, Nyalin went very still, his gaze darting off to the side. Lara frowned, her attention flicking to the emperor, who was frowning darkly into the fire. Both sported similar abrupt scowls.

      That wasn’t the reaction she’d expected.

      Did they know something she didn’t? Nyalin had alluded to other secrets; there hadn’t exactly been time to discuss the conversation he’d had with the emperor in detail.

      Or was it something else? Had Andius already done something especially heinous? Her heart suddenly pounded faster in her chest, acid pumping into her veins. The emperor had said the purpose for his visit was to bring news. At first, she’d been eager to hear, but now that thought chilled her veins.

      “Is my father all right?” she whispered into the silence.
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        * * *

      

      The terrace looked out over the estate, the moon painting the many buildings with a soft white glow. Zama stood at Unira’s side, waiting while she gazed up at the only lunar body of this world. She might admire it, but he didn’t. This moon seemed to glare down at him, as if it knew the truth. He didn’t belong here; he belonged in his own plane. But Unira had summoned him here, to this plane where they called otherworldly creatures like him demons and harvested magic from the dead.

      He still could not get used to this place, this uncooperative realm, and, even now, he could not shake the feeling that this moon knew he did not belong. He did not think it approved of his presence.

      “Have you had any luck locating Linali’s son?” Unira asked softly. Her skin was lit by the moon, but the black crossover of her Obsidian Clan made her all but disappear into the night and the dark stones of the terrace.

      This late in the year and at this late hour, there was only the cold mountain wind’s whisper to compete with her words. The fields and forests and small huts were quiet, smoke curling from chimneys. An accomplished necromancer, Unira had long hunted the son of her nemesis, the legendary mage Linali, but her many, many attempts had been thwarted. At first, he’d assumed she simply hadn’t been cut out for murder. But as he watched his own attempts go sideways, he was starting to see there was quite a bit more complexity to this picture… to this boy, Nyalin moLinali. He should have guessed that a necromancer powerful enough to summon him from another realm would be capable enough to kill a mortal human. And she was.

      But this boy—a mortal human, he was not.

      He tried to look stoic, reserved. “We only just arrived here at the estate. We’ve been busy.”

      “So, no then?”

      “No,” he said, trying to conceal the regret in his voice. If only the spirits in this realm would cooperate, he could have killed the boy long ago. But he couldn’t even find the rat half the time.

      “We must find a way to locate him.” She brushed her black hair over her shoulder. “And soon. I don’t like him teaming up with that girl.”

      “I agree. I have… a few other methods I can try, now that we’ve arrived.” He lifted his chin a little. “I will find him.”

      “Something has occurred to me. If we do track him down⁠—”

      “When,” he cut in.

      “When we do track him down, he will have the sword. Linali’s sword. Do you suppose he can use it, bond with it like a swordmage?”

      “Doubtful. From my reading about the ways of magic in this world, most swords have a single owner. And you have that sword’s owner locked away downstairs unless something has changed.”

      “Nothing has changed. Some clanblades bond with more than one clan leader, though. There are exceptions.”

      “Yes, but that is because the sword is the conduit to a living dragon, who forges the bond.”

      “Hmm. That is what they say, but we can hardly verify it for ourselves, can we? I just… Linali’s son is growing in power.”

      “Only power lent to him by the Bone Clan girl. If we can find one, we’ll find the other. Cut her out, and he’ll be powerless once again.”

      “And we can find her dragon.”

      Zama shrugged, hiding his concern. Every world had powerful creatures that radiated magic, but in each world, they seemed to be different. These dragons were not like mages; they seemed somehow connected to the land. “There are ways of dealing with dragons,” he said, but it was a bluff. He assumed there were because there had to be. Every creature had a weakness.

      Just because he didn’t know of any didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      “I had trouble killing that boy when he was a defenseless child. How will we accomplish it now that he has Linali’s sword, the girl, and the dragon?”

      “Well, you didn’t have a demon on your side then.” He smiled. She returned his smile, but half-heartedly, turning to gaze at the moon once again. The dark skeletons of trees reached black fingers up toward the sky, as if they wished to escape this realm as badly as Zama did. “I heard whispers in the crowd that it was Elix who gave the boy the sword,” he added. He’d been saving that tidbit to share for when her confidence in him ebbed; unfortunately, this seemed to be the time.

      “What?” Her head snapped to face him, eyebrow raised. “When?”

      “Shortly before the first round.” He smoothed the dark lapels of his robe.

      “I made it very clear that he shouldn’t interfere.” She tightened her grip on the railing. “This is a transgression we cannot ignore. It demands a response. He’s broken the deal I made with him.”

      “A deal you forced him into, just like you forced him to keep Linali’s spawn from being taught.” He didn’t say it out loud, but the boy had competed in the Contests and had obviously circumvented what she’d planned. He couldn’t help but wonder if Elix had helped the boy or simply conveniently neglected to intervene. “You’ve already hamstrung Elix’s heir apparent with the deals you struck with the sword smiths. None of them will ever agree to make the young Grel a sword. Isn’t that enough of a punishment for one man?”

      She snorted. “Never forget and forgive, Zama. It only gets you stabbed in the back.”

      “Much better to get stabbed in the chest.”

      “Obviously. I know what we need to do.”

      “Does it involve stabbing someone?”

      She laughed. “As if I could—or would—attack anyone myself.”

      “Don’t limit yourself, darling.”

      She shook her head. “Elix wanted his daughter off limits. It was the only thing he bargained for in the exchange. He wanted Sutamae to be left alone.”

      “How precious.” A slow smile spread across Zama’s face. “Sounds like the situation has changed.”

      Unira nodded absently. “She’ll be brought into the fold—or pay double the price for his disobedience and her own. And I know just how to do it.”

      “How?”

      “Idak.” Her eyes were fiery when they met his. “I need to speak to Idak immediately.”

      “By all means, don’t let me hold you back.”

      She was gone in a whirl before he could even turn away from the balustrade.

      He slipped away himself then. In truth, he chafed to be so at her command. It tormented him even more that he struggled to even achieve this one simple goal: finding and snuffing out the boy. If Unira could hear his thoughts, though, she would insist it was not so simple, and he was finally starting to admit that perhaps she was right.

      Zama slumped down in his comfortable armchair in the rooms she’d provided for him. The estate was expansive, well-appointed, decadent. It had everything from luxurious beds and baths to locked cells to house her enemies. Plenty for one woman to live an entertaining life. It even had the silk-production facilities to create even more wealth with very little involvement on her part. He understood her vindictive longing—for revenge, for… significance. But there were many beings across many worlds who would have been glad for this arrangement.

      He’d set up his own scrying area here. For a while, he’d worked in her studio, but as their efforts wore on, he’d requested one of his own. Now, he could fail in private.

      He took a deep breath and centered himself to begin. Alone at last. Let her torment Idak for a while. Perhaps he could make a breakthrough while she did.

      On a low, ornate wooden table sat a mirror trimmed in wood painted silver. Originally, it’d been covered with gold, but he’d ordered them to paint it in his preference. One needed things to be just so, when powerful magic was at play. It was still a little too ornate for him, but it would do.

      He pulled his chair up to the table and lit several candles with flicks of his fingers, then leaned forward over the mirror. The gleaming surface reflected his own image, for now, as well as the pale ceiling overhead, and Zama stared at the human form he’d assumed for this world. He was liking it less and less as the days went by.

      As a demon summoned from another realm, he was supposed to be immensely, awe-inspiringly, pants-wettingly powerful. Mighty as lightning and thunder, full of omnipotent wrath.

      Usually, he was. He hadn’t conquered and ruled three afterworlds without at least a little talent and skill.

      But ordinarily, when he traveled to a new plane, he was able to harness the aimless spirits caught between worlds and use their souls’ energy to power his magic and satisfy his whims. In his second world, it’d taken but a few hours to enslave thousands, and mere days to conquer continents.

      But here, he could never be quite sure if the spirits would go along. Most of the time, they didn’t, in fact. He’d barely amassed a few hundred thralls, paltry really compared to what he was usually capable of. What was it with this place? If he’d reminded himself how dreadful this plane was, he never would have answered Unira’s call.

      But enough musing. He suspected that his problem and Unira’s were one and the same. Because the most unusual thing about this plane was the boy—Linali’s son.

      He was an anomaly. A half-spirit, or as Unira would insist, merely a quarter spirit. He’d often pointed out that any amount of spirit was enough to be a problem.

      Zama placed his hand on the edge of the mirror to activate it. His own image shifted, shot through with black and green until only a misty whirlpool remained, the reflection gone.

      Every single time.

      Every time he tried to marshal the spirits to follow the anomaly, to aid his search, they resisted. They slipped away.

      He hated to admit it, but it appeared the spirits of this plane and its nearest mirror world were on the boy’s side. If this quarter spirit was truly part of the spirit world, then perhaps that made sense. The spirits were protecting their own.

      This, of course, wasn’t helping him with Unira in the slightest. She thought herself in control. Sweet, really. Supposed partners.

      But if he could not get the spirits of this world to help him, the next strongest source of magic easily available to him would be Unira herself—and her slaves.

      Trapped in their little magical prisons underground, comatose yet still breathing, they offered her more magical power than anyone could need, especially with Linali in the mix.

      Who needed dead spirits to help you when you could use living beings? It was brilliant, really. He had to hand it to her. Most of those he’d considered his nemeses he’d killed as promptly as he could, but she’d gotten creative.

      He’d refrain from trying to enslave Unira’s magic for as long as possible, because then she could keep hunting down mages and adding them to her collection. And it would give him more time to ensure he would succeed in his attack. But right now, she had her own agendas, her own unpredictable demands, and he sensed she could easily be as fickle as the spirits, if his opinion and hers ever differed too greatly.

      If that happened, he knew what he would have to do. He might not yet be strong enough to do it, but… it was close. If too many spirits deserted him, she might still be able to banish him back to his home plane.

      Soon he would eclipse her, but for now, it was not yet clear.

      He drew out one of her long, black hairs that he’d gathered in the carriage and carefully added it to the jar of crystals below the mirror. He was preparing the rose oil. Soon, he would be ready to take things to the next logical step.

      In the meantime, he had another plan to work on these anomalies.

      From his bag, he drew the jar of sand he’d harvested from the Contest grounds. Where the boy, this Nyalin had last fought before he and the girl had fled.

      He considered pouring the sand over the mirror, but he wasn’t quite that desperate yet. That would contaminate the sand with dust from this room and gradually diminish any power it had to locate Zama’s prey.

      The spirits might not want to help, but with the boy’s blood and sweat, he might not need their help. He set the jar carefully on top of the mirror and began to work.

      The image in the mirror shifted from the swirling mist to the land. His mind’s eye flew across the hills, across sandy, craggy, awful hills and valleys. Desolate. No wonder this was the poorest clan.

      As he neared the large waterfall and trees began to take over, a bony wing slashed past his mind’s eye.

      That was the only warning he had before the dragon’s roar split his skull, deafening and powerful.

      He collapsed back, dropping the spell, reeling away. The dragon screeched again as he recoiled. The mirror reflected only the ceiling again.

      There was a slight crack in the jar. Not leaking yet, but not entirely intact. How had the dragon managed it?

      He sat panting for several minutes, disgusted.

      This plane was truly awful. Could he accomplish nothing here? Wouldn’t a single spell work the way it should? Why did a dragon have to interfere.

      And yet…

      He must have been getting close for the dragon to notice. It didn’t intervene right away. So while he hadn’t found the precise spot of the anomaly, perhaps he had a starting point.

      The waterfall. Yes. That was something they could work with, a place they could start. There could only be so many waterfalls in the desolate lands of the Bone Clan.

      He stood and started toward the stables. They could send word via raven or a messenger on horseback to have their spies in the Bone Clan send men looking for them.

      But before he even reached the hall, he stopped short. Knowing the boy’s location had never been enough to kill him. Unira had tried so many times. Would a few lackeys truly be the ones to finish the job? Even the boy’s own stepbrother Raelt had failed to kill him when he and Unira had gone out of their way to give him a powerful weapon and a perfect opportunity.

      He needed something else, something new, innovative—creative. He paced back and forth in the hall, not caring if a servant or two passed him and stared.

      There were places where the veil was thin, where crossing between worlds was easy. These places had helped him many times. Perhaps he needed more than Bone Clan lackeys and Obsidian fools.

      Creatures from his own realm would be far more loyal and determined. Crossing planes might weaken them, but if he could find a thin spot, it just might do the trick. At least he’d be able to say he’d tried something new that Unira hadn’t.

      Those places of power could also be broken, warped, destroyed. The boy seemed to have some kind of innate bridge to the afterworld. Could he, too, be broken?

      Or if the boy couldn’t be broken, perhaps he could be enslaved. Perhaps he could talk Unira into that, if she’d managed to do the same to Linali.

      With the two of them, Zama would have all the power he could need or want. He could rend the land and flood the rivers and rip apart this despicable, disgusting plane. And then he could go back to a far more pleasant one.

      A thin smiled curved Zama’s lips as he strode back toward his rooms, considering what monster in his several realms would be best.
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        * * *

      

      The old man guarding the cemetery locked eyes with Sutamae, braziers lighting the stone wall behind him. His gray eyes squinted at her, puckering scars over his forehead and left eye. He’d probably been lucky not to lose it. Both of them knew the way of the blade, and he seemed to sense a fellow warrior. He gave her a slight nod instead, which she returned with an odd feeling of kinship.

      Perhaps he knew his job was to look out for other, darker creatures of the night. Perhaps he could recognize another being who was scarred. Not all scars showed up on the outside.

      If he knew the whole truth, though, perhaps he’d count her among the dark ones.

      And perhaps he was just an old man who nodded at everyone.

      Her cloak wasn’t adequate against the frigid wind that ruffled it as she passed him, but she wouldn’t be out in the cold long. She was halfway there.

      A rare torch’s light flickered across her and the dark cobblestones. The sky was peaceful and reassuring, blue like the deepest ocean and studded with diamonds.

      She passed bustling inns and taverns, all of them too wholesome for her current purposes. Each closed shop and hushed home might as well have been another world, one that belonged to people who had a family, a calling, a purpose. People who could be happy. Content to just live their lives.

      She drew her cloak’s hood up over her ears.

      Her usual tavern was a cave of shadows. Figures clustered in corners, hunched over heavy earthenware mugs, grumbling and swearing. Some silent and sullen.

      She slid into an empty corner table lit by a cluster of small black candles of three different heights. A shroud of plants and incense burners hung from the wood-paneled ceiling, creating a measure of privacy.

      The innkeeper frowned at her from behind the bar. She gave him a cold smile back, barely more than a baring of teeth. It didn’t matter if he approved of her or not.

      He was concerned about his business, not the welfare of his patrons, so she ignored him. There were innkeepers with soft eyes, caring hearts, that shepherded the flock they attracted. Sutamae didn’t choose those inns as her hunting grounds.

      The innkeeper sat an ale on the bar and motioned for a serving boy to carry it over. She accepted it and dropped two coins in return. One for the barkeep, the other for the boy, if he thought to pocket it.

      She would need at least the span of one ale to find her target—a young swordmage named Chosko. She knew he frequented this place.

      The first step in the quest the Bladed Women had given her was finding him. She already had two successful quests under her belt.

      This third one was something she’d done before—steal a blade from a man who didn’t deserve it.

      It was a dangerous proposition. She had to admit she liked it. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it, and it wouldn’t be the last, but it was the first time she was risking more than her father’s and her clan’s disapproval. For the first time, she had others rooting her on.

      It wasn’t quite the challenge she’d thought it would be, though. Before she was halfway through her ale, Chosko slid into the seat across from her.

      And he didn’t even ask if it was taken.

      A cold, predatory smile curled her lips. “Well, hello.”

      “A lovely creature like you shouldn’t be drinking alone.” His smile was just short of a leer, his eyes the pale watery blue she’d seen when Bladed Woman Baelinin had pointed him out to her in the square, hair the shade of many Obsidians: black as coal.

      “Shouldn’t I?” she said. She kept her tone sweet and dropped her gaze to her drink as she took a delicate sip. “How should lovely creatures drink?”

      “In wealth and good company.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Do you mind some company?”

      “Probably easier to find here than wealth. I wouldn’t want to watch a good seat going to waste. Can you guarantee the company will be good?”

      “I can guarantee I’ll buy you a second ale.”

      “I suppose that will have to do, for both wealth and company.” She smiled slyly as she took another sip.

      And just like that, the dance had begun.

      It took only a question or two from her to get him talking. And talking. And on he talked. This earning of trust would have been more exhausting had she actually had to say anything, but as it was, she simply had to not fall asleep from boredom. She nodded, smiled, sipped, and nodded some more.

      He didn’t ask her name, so she didn’t ask his. He clearly didn’t know hers, though. Her reputation often preceded her.

      Or perhaps he did know, and he, too, liked to live dangerously. Doubtful, but perhaps.

      They got progressively drunker. She let the beer blur her edges, let her smile turn relaxed, although, in truth, the effect was mild. She’d been sipping wine at dinner for years, and this was water by comparison.

      He leaned forward over the table. “We’re having fun. Come home with me. We’ll have more fun there.”

      She could almost pinpoint the moment when he’d decided he had nothing to lose. She raised an eyebrow and lowered the beer. “Home? Why? We’re perfectly fine here.”

      “Because you like me.” The words oozed out of him.

      “Do I?” A corner of her mouth quirked.

      “Yes. I can tell.”

      “Hmm.” He’d think differently if he knew what she was planning.

      “C’mon.” He gave her his most charming smile, which wasn’t terrible. She just wasn’t capable of being charmed by anyone anymore.

      “Hmm. I don’t know. I’m quite comfortable here.”

      “This ale might as well be river water. Let’s go get the good stuff. I have Lapis Clan wine, straight from the caravan. And brandy from beyond Mushin.”

      Now she raised both eyebrows. “If I drink much more, I might fall asleep.” She had no doubt he already knew that, perhaps hoped for it.

      His knowing smile, tinged with a wicked gleam, didn’t redeem. “I’ll hold you if you fall asleep, beautiful.”

      “Are you sure it’s good wine?” She needed the words to cover the revulsion she was feeling at the moment.

      “I couldn’t say. Haven’t tried it yet. Why don’t we go taste some fruit of the vine and find out?” His smile broadened.

      She forced a smile in return. “All right. Let’s go. But if it’s not good, you owe me a bottle of brandy.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.”

      “Good brandy.”

      “Deal.” He stood straight up. And then swayed slightly.

      “Aren’t we going to finish this beer?”

      “Who needs to? The night slips away from us. Come.” He was already reaching for her arm.

      She shrugged and rose, letting him usher her out with an arm around her shoulder. She winked at the bartender, who only stared back bleakly in return.

      Let him think what he would. If he knew the truth, he might think differently.

      The walk was a slow and meandering one. They zigzagged across the streets, his arm around her and not just romantically. If he hadn’t been leaning on her, he’d fall straight down.

      As they neared his home, she realized with a sick weight in her stomach that it was barely a dozen houses from her own. All the wealthiest Obsidians lived in the same district. Perhaps that was half the joke, though—that if he’d just bothered to pay attention to the women in his clan or his neighborhood or simply ask her her name, he might not face the consequences he was about to face—if she had her way.

      Because it was widely frowned upon to steal a night of comfort between two who hardly knew each other, who were unwed. And although Su didn’t exactly agree with that notion, she knew that it was very frowned upon by the clan leader in particular to take the clan leader’s daughter home to bed.

      And when it came to frowning, her father Elix was quite the master. Tomorrow, he’d get to display his mastery once again, directed at her and her deeds tonight. If she was successful.

      Now, was Chosko the type to sneak her in the servants’ entrance or parade her through the main door? He’d been fairly brazen in the bar, but in the moonlight, she guessed he’d be a servants’ entrance kind of man. Especially if he drew women back to his home—his father’s home?—without even asking their names.

      And, indeed, he slipped her through a back entrance and up a side set up stairs. He stumbled into the door frame as he tried to unlatch the door.

      She did smile now as she reached around to help him. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

      Three doors down on the right, he pulled her inside and shut the door hard behind them. She held her breath, wincing as he locked the door and slipped the key into his pocket.

      That complicated things.

      Coming in here alone was enough to tarnish her honor if she were seen, but, apparently, he didn’t care. Well, she didn’t care either. What had honor ever done for her? No amount of purity was ever enough. Why even bother?

      Instead, the fool lazily unlatched his sword belt and let the sword in its scabbard and the leather clatter to the floor where he stood.

      She slipped her fingers into her pocket to find the cold metal there as he drew her into an embrace, pulled her toward the bed, and made no mention of any wine, Lapis or otherwise. She kept the shackle in one hand, still tucked in her pocket, while with the other, she sought out the key.

      He was a pawer, but not a kisser, thankfully—she made a point to never kiss them if she could help it. It also made it all the easier to slip her fingers into his pocket, fish out the key…

      “Oh, well then—” he started, misinterpreting her gesture.

      Unfortunately, the moonlight caught on the key at just the wrong moment.

      “Hey, what are you—” He grabbed for the key.

      She tossed it behind her on the floor and grabbed his wrist instead. He fought her, spinning her around to slam her body against the nearby bedpost, pinning her against it with his weight.

      None of that stopped her from slipping the shackle around his wrist, though, and snapping the lock in place.

      The clicking sound made him falter, squinting to try to figure out what she was doing in the darkness. Quickly, she snapped the other end around the nearby bedpost over her head. Luckily, the post stretched all the way to near the ceiling with a curtain to boot.

      He jerked his wrist. “What is the meaning of—” He clawed at her, but he caught only a bit of her hair as she slipped out of reach. She stifled a yelp, determined not to let him know he’d hurt her, even a little.

      Enough men in her life had done that, she didn’t want to gratify a single one if she could avoid it.

      “I find the night has slipped by all too quickly, dearest Chosko.” She was already striding away, heavy boots punctuating her exit.

      “How do you know my— Hey!” Even now, his slurred words were hushed. Were there folks nearby to overhear? Good.

      She hurried to find the key, hoping he couldn’t see her searching gracelessly on her knees. He babbled further questions at her, and it was apparent it was too dark for him to see her when she found the key. Or when she bent to pick up his sword at the door. But unless he was so deep into his cups that he’d passed out, he’d soon realize what she’d done as his blade got farther and farther away.

      And if he was a strong enough mage, and not as drunk as she thought he was, he’d find a way to free himself and pursue her. And who knew what revenge he might seek.

      Since everything else this night had gone fairly easily, it would hardly surprise her if her luck ran out now. She needed to hurry.

      “What are you doing—don’t⁠—”

      She tucked the sword amid the black folds of the skirt of her extra-long crossover, straightened her hair, and opened the door. “May you find better drinking companions next time. And may you ask their names.”

      “Wait!”
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      Lara’s breath had frozen in her chest as she waited for the emperor to answer.

      His expression was grim. “I am not sure how well Cerivil is, Lara. He’s secluded himself. Refusing visitors. Even me. I asked to see him, but they’d only send a note on. I got no response.”

      The kebab bites were forming a lump in her gut. “Refusing you? Then who’s relaying your request to see him? Who’s carrying the messages?”

      He said the words languidly, one by one. “Who do you think?”

      “Andius.” She gritted her teeth.

      Your father is alive, Yeska put in. Even if he has given up the Dagger of Bone, I will always have a vague sense of him.

      “I didn’t expect this, to be honest,” said Pavan. “An attack on your father is terribly obvious and not popular. Andius might be well-liked, but Cerivil is loved. I didn’t think he’d risk it.”

      Lara scowled. “Tell that to my brother’s ghost.”

      Pavan blinked at that. Nyalin placed a comforting hand on her knee.

      She didn’t drop her eyes from Pavan’s. “Andius is dangerous. Dark forces are helping him. I’m not underestimating him again.” She touched her now-short hair, a reminder of the day he’d grabbed her by her once-long blonde tresses and threatened that, no matter what she did, she wouldn’t be able to escape her marriage to him. That was the day she cut it off, and it served as an ever-present reminder of how dangerous he was. In truth, the memory of that day still woke her up in a cold sweat at night.

      “As you shouldn’t.” Pavan was nodding.

      “Yeska says my father is alive.”

      Relief flooded the emperor’s face. “Well. That is good to be certain, at least. But this… I don’t know if he’s truly ill or if Andius is somehow keeping him prisoner.”

      “The council should demand to see him.”

      “As should I,” the emperor agreed. “But I need to know the lay of the land before I do.”

      “What do you mean, the lay of the land?”

      “I need to know your ambitious… Or if no ambitions exist, at the very least, your intentions.” His expression turned earnest now. “And I figured you would need some supplies. Another reason I came. To check on your well-being.”

      “Why did you need to—” she started, then she stopped as it hit her. “Oh. If Andius had already found us and killed us, that would… change your demand a bit.”

      “Yes. I don’t think he’d defeat you in a fair fight, but we’ve all seen how fair the fights have been in this empire recently. Also, if he’d murdered you both, then he’d have already obtained the clanblade, and I’m sure he’d have been quick to show that off. But… well, it is always better to know more before acting if you can.”

      “That’s rich, coming from you,” Nyalin grumbled.

      By the Twins, what other secrets did Nyalin suspect the emperor held? She could understand his bitterness about the lock on his magic, but she sensed there was something more. Nyalin just looked away, not offering any clues, which stung her a little.

      The emperor for his part gazed uncomfortably at the fire.

      “Yes, knowing more does help,” she said. “What do we need to do to help him? What do you need to know?”

      He blew out another breath. “I need to know what you plan to do next. How we’ll settle this situation for your clan.”

      “I wish I knew that.”

      “Well, now is the time to decide. Surely, you’ve given it some thought, the possible avenues you could pursue…”

      “Half my heart would like to leave,” she replied. “Run off and leave these fools behind. See the places I’ve always wanted to see. Someplace where I’m not a clan leader’s daughter, and he doesn’t have to be Linali’s son.”

      He nodded, with more sympathy than she’d expected. “Neither of you has been dealt an easy hand in this game.”

      “The other half of me knows my clan deserves better than Andius. I know they need me as clan leader. But turning that into reality… I know there must be a way, there’s got to be, but I can’t see it just yet.” She shook her head. In truth, she had seen it, but she had yet to come up with any plans or strategies she deemed plausible. “Can you tell me what has been going on while we’ve been here? Maybe that will help clarify what can be done.”

      “Of course.” The emperor took a deep breath. “Bone Clan has rescheduled the Contests to run again a month from now. I’m not sure they’ll actually have them, though, or if it was just a way to buy time. Now they have a month to ponder all the questions we all have. Like, what the hell are they going to do? Will they support you as clan leader?”

      Yes. Yeska’s tone was impatient.

      Pavan winced, so even he had heard it. He cleared his throat. “Not all agree. Many argue Andius has worked for years to be in line for the blade, and that they should denounce you and forcibly take the blade back. Others support you as the hereditary heir. Some support the tradition of the clanblade itself—who holds the blade wields the power. Others complain you circumvented tradition, didn’t win the right to lead fairly, as Andius sought to do⁠—”

      “Nonsense. He cheated worse than we did,” Nyalin said. “The whole crowd saw.”

      “That has not been forgotten, I assure you, though some are certainly pretending they didn’t see what everyone else saw.”

      “I may have stolen the clanblade and broken tradition. I may have done it for selfish reasons,” Lara said quietly, “but I am also certain Andius should not lead our clan. If I had to break some antiquated rules for the good of the clan, so be it.”

      Glad you’re coming around to my point of view, Yeska cut in.

      Pavan smiled, to her surprise. “Here’s the secret the elders won’t tell you. Many people cheat when they can get away with it. In the Contests and in life. That’s just a part of the game.”

      Nyalin jerked back. “You can’t be serious. We would have never tried if we’d had any other choice⁠—”

      “Ah, but not everyone is as moral as you, my—” he faltered, cutting himself off from some word he was about to say with a glance at her. “A good person is the one who makes the moral choice when no one is looking. Unfortunately, good people are rarer than you might think. And do you know what is not rare?”

      “What?” Nyalin demanded.

      “Desperation. You didn’t have another choice, did you? You think you’re alone? Or that everyone is so principled?”

      Nyalin pressed his lips together but said nothing.

      “And not everyone is desperate; there are those who will simply try to see what they can get away with. To find where the edge of morality and possibility is. It happens all too often. You think the clan leaders aren’t breaking my own rules behind my back? If I have proof, and it’s important, I act on it. I don’t always have proof, and it’s often unimportant. But I know plenty.”

      Lara blinked. What could her father possibly have been doing that Pavan wouldn’t approve of? He probably only meant other clans. As clan leader, her father had never been one to defy rules of any kind.

      Or was she just that naive?

      “There are other debates floating about, calls for Nyalin to be clan leader as Linali’s son⁠—”

      “Of course there are,” he grumbled.

      “Well, you did nearly win, and likely would have if it weren’t for the most egregious cheating even the crowd could see. Andius is acting like he won the Contests, end of story, but there is not widespread agreement on that. And there is another interesting group growing that has devoted itself to the dragon.”

      “The dragon?” Lara arched an eyebrow.

      “Yes. Her mighty appearance after so long moved more than a few. Other clans, such as the Obsidians, regularly interact with their dragons. Yeska’s appearance to offer you aide and support moved many.”

      As it should, growled Yeska.

      The emperor winced again. “I am the least clear on the opinions of this group, as they are almost all commoners, but I can try to find out more. I can’t tell if they support you because of her support or if they’ve simply decided to worship the dragon.”

      “Worship her?” Nyalin asked. “I mean, certainly Yeska deserves it, but…”

      Lara chuckled softly.

      “They have made a shrine to the Bone Dragon outside the Bone mansion. Or maybe they reinvigorated an old one? There are constantly people there, making offerings, writing poetry in her honor, singing.”

      Lara smiled. “Sounds like you need to visit your acolytes soon, Yeska. But, uh, did my father weigh in before… before he secluded himself?”

      “No. It happened quickly.” Pavan took a deep breath.

      She frowned. She needed to think this through. Get a second to clear her thoughts, guess at the next steps of their enemies. Like… would Andius hurt her father? Or was Cerivil firmly under his control, in which case, he might switch to hunting her down instead, to take the clanblade for himself?

      Over my dead body, Yeska put in.

      That’s not funny.

      I meant it literally.

      Good thing those fools can’t kill you.

      Nothing is impossible.

      Not helping. Those words knotted her stomach.

      This visitor united an impossible group of age-old rivals. Yeska gave her the mental equivalent of a shrug. Perhaps he has some advice?

      “You want to know what I aim to do,” she said slowly. “To tell you the truth, I’m not sure. I’ve never been in this situation before.”

      “Few clans have. Few people have.” Pavan smiled. “You took all the symbols of power and literally flew away. Without stating your intentions. It’s mild chaos right now.”

      She coughed. “Mild?”

      “Well, it’s better than before Unification.”

      She snorted. “At least there’s that, I suppose.” She met his eyes for a long moment, sobering. “What would you have me do?”

      His eyebrows raised. “Truly? You may not like my advice.”

      “Yes, truly. Nyalin is a brilliant advisor to this clan leader, but I am certain two excellent sources of advice won’t overwhelm me.”

      Nyalin snorted, a smile creeping into a corner of his mouth for the first time.

      The emperor narrowed his eyes, seeming to measure her more thoroughly. “Let’s start with this. Do you mean to keep the blade?”

      “Yes,” she said without hesitation. She knew too well she had no real choice about it now. “Giving it up isn’t an option.”

      Glad we came to an agreement.

      Lara was lucky not to roll her eyes in the emperor’s face.

      Oblivious to her internal dialog, Pavan gave a small nod. “Then you must lead the clan, so you must maneuver yourself into that position⁠—”

      She opened her mouth, but he kept talking. She shut it again.

      “—and as your clan’s sovereign, first, I would have you pledge your allegiance to the empire. Then I would suggest you make your demands to those who should serve you.”

      “My… demands?”

      “Tell them your terms. What you demand of them as their leader, and what you will do if they don’t comply. What you will provide if they agree to your terms. You need to win support. Prove worth. You might play to some of these groups more likely to support you—the dragon worshipers, for example. You need to take control, or you’re no clan leader at all, clanblade or no. Do you want to be?”

      Their eyes locked, and something quavered inside her—fear, maybe? Insecurity? She thrust it aside. “Not really. But I want Andius to be clan leader even less. My people deserve better.”

      “I think you can work with that.”

      “I can make demands. I’m not sure of what, though.”

      “For starters, demand the council and your father sign scrolls pledging their loyalty to you. This might also serve to highlight how strange it is that Cerivil is not even seeing you. Maybe require Andius to sign one too.”

      “Andius most of all,” Nyalin put in.

      “You could demand he be exiled instead. Imprisoned. Or banned from a council seat. Refused a sword. Or awarded stewardship of a herd that is far outside of the city and out of your hair. How will you punish him? Or bring him back into the fold? Or both. Lots of options.”

      “He can’t be brought back into the fold. I don’t think it’s possible. Lots of options, but which are the right ones?”

      “That’s always the difficult question, isn’t it?” He smiled, something warmer in his eyes now.

      “Respectfully, Emperor,” Nyalin said slowly, “was that what you did?”

      The emperor arched an eyebrow. “What I did?”

      “When you were working toward Unification. Did you unite the clans by making demands? Force them into an alliance? Truly, we weren’t there, so we don’t know.”

      He looked thoughtful. “Well, no. I pointed out their common needs and goals. How they had much more in common than different. But there’s nothing like an external enemy to unite people against it. Too bad you don’t have that.”

      “Don’t we?” Lara asked. “Andius has attacked my father. Dark forces are helping Obsidians hunt down and curse members of our clan.” She almost said “my clan” at the last moment. Interesting.

      “Yes, and in truth, the Mushin threat is rising. They will return. But I fear, by then, it will be too late to unite the Bone Clan around you in their shadow. In the meantime, you could certainly benefit by calling attention to these external threats faced by the Bone Clan. You are, indeed, under a quiet siege; a fact, I expect, will not remain quiet forever. But you will still need a reason why they should choose you. Unless you have hard proof of Andius’s treachery, which I cannot yet provide. We shall see what I can discover.”

      “I have a lot to think about.” She bit her lip.

      “The tactic is up to you. Just don’t ignore the problem. My primary interest is peace among the clans and inside them. The Bone Clan is far from peaceful right now. We’re lucky we’ve had as little bloodshed as we have, but it won’t continue like this. They must have a leader, and it must be you, or you must give it up to someone else specific, and somehow make everyone comfortable with that.”

      “Is that really an option? Yeska has made it clear she won’t let me give up the Dagger of Bone.”

      “Perhaps the right person could convince her to change her mind, but I doubt it.” Pavan hesitated. “If someone else assumed the position of clan leader, and that person did not wield the Dagger, then the Bone Clan would be turning its back on the dragons, the magic, and the clanblades. Abandoning this legacy of magic would be a sore loss for the empire indeed, but we will do it if we must. When the Mushin return⁠—”

      “You mean, if they return.”

      He shook his head. “Your father should have kept you more apprised. They’re building an army. When the Mushin return, we must have every clanblade we possess in the hands of a skilled magic user leading an army. Anything less will risk our destruction.”

      She heaved a deep breath. Leading an army? “I’m no general or soldier, Emperor.”

      His lips twisted, a sudden warmth shining in his eyes. “You think Linali was?”

      “I—” she faltered.

      “You are exactly what you need to be,” he said quietly.

      “The dragon chose well,” she replied, “or so she keeps telling me.”

      “So. You asked. As your emperor, that is what I’d have you do. Take that clan by the reins and lead them.”

      As your emperor. Had he ever used that phrasing before? Why was he doing it now? Because he was speaking more as a leader? Or as someone who could give her direct commands if he wished? He’d always been that, but… Something was different now.

      Was it… that she was more truly his equal? Was this something akin to respect?

      “Thank you, Emperor,” she said. “I will take it under advisement. And of course, the Bone Clan swears its allegiance to you. As it always has.”

      He grinned. “Always is not as long as you think. You don’t quite speak for the Bone Clan yet. I want to know of your allegiance, Clan Leader.”

      Did he really question her allegiance? “My crossover may be smudged with dirt, but I will always be Bone Clan, Emperor. I still wear the stud in my ear.” She tucked her hair back so he could see the small gemstone stud that he had given to her as child. The gems came from a strange tree that grew in the heart of the emperor’s palace.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said sternly, “but I was really concerned with your allegiance to me. Would you be willing to swear it? We must be certain of each other.”

      She froze for a second, eyes wide. Then she stood, bowed, and remained low. To her surprise, the emperor rose as well. “I swear my personal loyalty and allegiance to you, Emperor Pavan, to serve in times of war and peace, and all who serve under me, however few or many that may be.” She straightened. “Was that right?”

      “It was perfect. What it lacked in pomp and circumstance, it made up for in sincerity.” His hand rested on her shoulder for a moment, then fell to his side. “You honor me.”

      They both sank back to a seat.

      “What do we do about Cerivil?” Nyalin asked softly. “Can you use those transformation powers and at least check on him, Emperor?”

      Pavan nodded. “Yes, now that I know where the two of you stand, I can sneak my way in. Let me go and attempt it and return tomorrow with what news I can find.”

      “Speaking of that, how did you find us here?”

      “The lock,” said Nyalin, before the emperor could answer. “You can sense its magic, can’t you? Since you cast the spell.”

      “Why did you lock his powers in the first place?” she asked.

      Pavan held up both palms defensively. “Yes, I can sense the magic. But I’m not oblivious to knowing where the Bone Dragon resides. As to the locking spell, well—it’s complicated. There is a great and dangerous power inside you, Nyalin. One that can be distorted and hijacked, if you are not fully trained. One that can destroy you, if you let it.”

      Nyalin scowled. “And so it’s up to you to decide? I don
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