
		
			[image: Cover for Dragon Unleashed]
		

	
		
			Praise for the Fallen Empire series

			“Grace Draven’s exciting romantic fantasy features characters who are fresh and original. Their problems and triumphs will keep you reading into the night.”

			—#1 New York Times bestselling author Charlaine Harris

			“Fierce and captivating, Phoenix Unbound is the story of a gladiator and a fire witch fighting for their freedom against an empire that wants them enslaved. With impossible odds, breathtaking battles, terrifying magic, and an unlikely love, this book is a must-read. Grace Draven is a master of romantic heroic fantasy.”

			—#1 New York Times bestselling author Ilona Andrews

			“Fabulous. Quite possibly Grace Draven’s best book yet. I couldn’t put it down, and I didn’t want it to end!”

			—C. L. Wilson, New York Times bestselling author of The Sea King

			“Must-read fantasy. . . . A wonderful story—full of romance, captivating characters, and a fantasy world that’s beguiling.”

			—USA Today

			“Draven’s outdone herself with this magnetic heroine and a magical world readers will be eager to return to.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Grace Draven has outdone herself with Dragon Unleashed! She’s deepened and enriched the world established in Phoenix Unbound, spinning new twists and turns on an already magically compelling mythology. An epic tale of deception and greed that tests the bonds of family loyalty, Dragon Unleashed is also deftly woven romance that burns with sexual tension, then becomes swooningly delicious. With an original, sexy take on dragon shifters and a smart, self-contained healer, Dragon Unleashed kept me mesmerized and longing for more. This may well be Draven’s best book yet.”

			—Jeffe Kennedy, award-winning author of The Orchid Throne

			“With exquisitely drawn characters and superb worldbuilding, Phoenix Unbound once again proves Grace Draven’s mastery of fantasy romance. This is exactly the kind of sweepingly romantic adventure story that I’ve been yearning for—and I can’t wait for more.”

			—Meljean Brook, New York Times bestselling author of the Iron Seas series

			“A tale of heartbreak and triumph, Grace Draven’s Phoenix Unbound is truly exceptional. Be prepared to fall under the spell of these fierce, passionate characters and to root for them with all your heart.”

			—Amanda Bouchet, USA Today bestselling author of the Kingmaker Chronicles series

			“Daring adventures, solid worldbuilding, and a sizzling romance make this first book in the Fallen Empire series a winner. Fans of fantasy and romance will be eagerly anticipating the next title. . . . Highly recommended.”

			—Library Journal

			“Grace Draven is one of the finest romantic fantasy writers out there. . . . Tense, gripping, and entirely believable, [Phoenix Unbound] hooked me from the first page.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Thea Harrison

			“Grace Draven weaves a spellbinding book that [is] impossible to forget. . . . I can’t give this book enough praise. I came into it with stupidly high expectations, and it exceeded them all.”

			—Laura Thalassa, author of the Four Horsemen series

			“Stunning! This book entices and mesmerizes to an astonishing degree. Like an intoxicating elixir, the more I read, the more I craved.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Darynda Jones

			“When it comes to fantasy romance, Draven is in a class by herself. . . . A phenomenal start to what is sure to be an amazing series.”

			—RT Book Reviews

		

	
		
			ACE BOOKS BY GRACE DRAVEN

			[image: ]

			THE FALLEN EMPIRE SERIES

			
				Phoenix Unbound

				Dragon Unleashed

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book title, Dragon Unleashed, author, Grace Draven, imprint, Ace]
			

		

	
		
			
			
			ACE

			Published by Berkley

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: ]

			Copyright © 2020 by Grace Draven

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			ACE is a registered trademark and the A colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Draven, Grace, author.

			Title: Dragon unleashed / Grace Draven.

			Description: First edition. | New York: Ace Books, 2020. | Series: The fallen empire

			Identifiers: LCCN 2019042633 (print) | LCCN 2019042634 (ebook) | ISBN 9780451489777 (paperback) | ISBN 9780451489784 (ebook)

			Subjects: GSAFD: Fantasy fiction.

			Classification: LCC PS3604.R385 D73 2020 (print) | LCC PS3604.R385 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019042633

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019042634

			First Edition: June 2020

			Cover illustration by Arantza Sestayo

			Cover design by Adam Auerbach

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			pid_prh_5.5.0_151959343_c0_r1

		

	
		
			
			
			To Patrick, my best friend as well as my spouse. Yes, love, the book is finished.

			To Hasna Saadani, who once gave an unknown book by an unknown author a chance and reviewed it, then recommended it. You altered my trajectory. Thank you. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			If there was one thing Malachus had learned about humans during his long life span, it was that they were first and foremost thieves. They stole anything and everything, nailed down or not, from jewels and livestock to women and children. And if battlefields and graves were any true indicators, the dead were no more safe from their larceny than the living.

			The Sovatin monks who’d fostered him as a child never truly prepared him for the scope of humanity’s predation upon itself. Though human as well, the monks lived isolated from the depredations of the so-called civilized. Malachus never forgot the grief on their faces—the horror—at discovering their sacred necropolis destroyed beyond repair by treasure seekers. It was his first real taste of humanity as a whole, and he found it revolting. It was also the impetus for him to become a sought-after bounty hunter with a reputation feared throughout Winosia’s prefectures.

			His martial training combined with his true nature gave him an edge, one that made grave robbers and slavers question whether pursuing their professions was worth the risk of becoming the quarry in his hunt.

			This hunt was different, more personal, and his prey far wilier than he’d anticipated, slipping through his fingers countless times over numerous leagues and a treacherous sea. Either they possessed extraordinary luck or they knew what he was and how to outmaneuver him. Now, far away in an unfamiliar country, Malachus’s luck had run dry.

			The pair possessed a treasure he would move mountains to regain, and they had fled across the Raglun Sea to these lands. The ship Malachus had sailed on to follow them had almost caught up to theirs, the mother-bond calling to his soul with a war drum’s beat. But fickle gods had churned the waters into a raging cauldron and flung his ship far off course. An experienced captain and crew had saved the ship and those on board, sailing the beaten vessel into harbor with broken masts and ripped sails. Malachus’s quarry had long since vanished into the interior, moving westward.

			He’d managed to track them from the coast to this forest, guided by the internal beacon connecting him to the artifact he hunted. His mother-bond, which was all that remained of his mother, his birthright, and his ability to reclaim his true heritage.

			Malachus stood at the tree line and gazed upon the fields before him that stretched to the base of the distant black-striped mountains. A wide road snaked toward a miasma of dust in the distance, a steady stream of wagon and foot traffic traveling its length. According to those he’d spoken with when he first came ashore, a great market, promising all manner of goods available for sale, had sprung up where once a Kraelian garrison had stood. He suspected his prey was there. He stabbed the damp earth in front of him with the point of his sword, wishing it was the belly of one, or both, of the thieves. He needed that mother-bond. Nothing more than a bit of bone at first glance, its value lay far beyond anything the pair might get from a buyer. After four hundred years of imprisonment in a human body, kept quiet by magic, his true form had grown restless, a dangerous prisoner, and a fatal one if he didn’t set it loose in time. Even now, the force of his inevitable transformation surged through his bones and muscles, making the veins in his arms and neck bulge at times, and his head throb. It was certain that he’d have to slough off his human guise and embrace the draga one. Ignoring that imperative guaranteed death. He needed the mother-bond to safely initiate that change.

			At his patient mare’s inquiring whicker, he turned. She whuffled a second time when he stroked her neck.

			“They’re close, Batraza,” he told the horse. “Likely trying to pawn what they pilfered.”

			Finding the thieves and the mother-bond would be easier in a contained market than trying to track them across leagues of unknown, and likely hostile, terrain. If he listened hard enough, he could hear hints of faraway voices. They were about a full day’s ride from the dust cloud, and that was if he and Batraza didn’t have to shelter from the summer storms that periodically doused the area.

			For now the sky curved blue above him, and he eyed the clouds scudding by, noting those that gathered into thunderheads to linger in the distance. Malachus sighed, cleaning his blade before resheathing it. The ragged tips of Batraza’s tail slapped against his arm as she swatted away the pesky gnats that swarmed in clouds around their heads and tried to fly up their noses. Unlike other horses, she didn’t lay her ears back in warning or try to bolt when Malachus drew near her. That, as much as her preternaturally long life span, made her as strange as her rider.

			Malachus offered her the treat of a withered apple he had fished from the depths of one of the bags attached to the saddle, and swung nimbly onto her back. The two turned away from the road toward an open space where the tree line curved in a horseshoe shape around gently swaying grassland.

			Time and solitude allowed Malachus to plan his next move as he tracked the mother-bond to the shores of the far-flung Krael Empire. Sometimes he felt more hound than human or draga, his nose either to the ground or to the wind as he searched for his legacy. The blue sky overhead rapidly gave way to blackening thunderheads fissured with lightning. A few bolts broke free to strike the ground, and Batraza pranced beneath him, nervous at the storm’s approach. Malachus guided her deeper into the trees before dismounting. She leaned against him as he cast a spell the monks had taught him to calm her so she wouldn’t bolt when he left her to return to the open curve of grassland on foot.

			Rain blew in with a howl and then a roar, slanting sideways as the storm gusts drove it across the landscape like an overseer wielding a whip. Malachus tilted his face to the sky and let the deluge pummel him, washing away his frustration along with the layer of travel dirt he’d acquired since his last bath.

			A shimmer of light illuminated the shield of his closed eyelids, followed by a boom of thunder. Within the sheltering trees, Batraza whinnied her fear. Malachus murmured, “It’s all right, girl. Just a little light and noise, nothing more. You’re the safest you can be where you are.”

			As quickly as the storm blew in, it passed. Thunder rumbled in the distance, chasing walls of rain that galloped across the forest before bashing into the mountain range. Black clouds splintered by lightning trailed behind, and Malachus crossed his fingers in the hope that his height and singularity on the flat ground might lure one of those crackling tongues of light toward him. Lightning always loved the draga, even those disguised as humans.

			A bright bolt forked out of one of the clouds to strike him. He convulsed with the shock wave of power that hammered through his muscles and boiled the blood in his veins. For a moment, his heart seized before restarting with a double-time beat. Every hair on his body stood up, and the smell of charred cloth filled his nostrils. Still, he kept his feet as the lightning anchored him to the earth and exploded images across his mind’s eye.

			A market teeming with people against the backdrop of a ruined fortress, his mother-bond haloed in shimmering light and resting on a square of purple cloth. A woman’s pretty face and somber gray eyes. An older man with similar features and the same gray eyes. And most important, the two thieves he’d tracked this far. All those depictions flashed before him in the time it took for the lightning to pin him to the ground, burn bright, then burn out.

			Released from the lightning’s lethal hold, Malachus staggered before falling to one knee. He breathed deep, fire in his lungs and agony in his bones. Smoke wreathed him and the burnt grass around him. A wispy tendril meandered from a thumbnail-size burn hole on the top of his right boot. The wetness of rain-soaked ground seeped through his sole. The lightning that exited his body had left a matching burn hole there.

			Any other man would be a smoking husk by now, but Malachus was not a normal man any more than Batraza was a normal horse. His magic made the mare unique just as Malachus’s mother’s heritage made him peculiar. Batraza was a horse that wore the guise of magic. Malachus was magic who wore the guise of a human.

			He’d need to repair his boot, but the damage had been worth it. The lightning had revealed a great deal. The valuable piece of his mother’s skeleton still moved westward, pausing briefly as if teasing him with its nearness.

			While most of the images the lightning had shown him were obvious location markers and hints, the one of the woman with the solemn features puzzled him. She might well be a buyer interested in possessing the mother-bond—and woe betide her if she was—or she might be traveling with the thieves he tracked, unknowing that they carried a lodestone that put a relentless hunter on their trail. The man she resembled was a mystery as well, though Malachus had no doubt that he, too, was somehow tied to the mother-bond. The lightning wouldn’t have shown them otherwise.

			He stood, soaked to the skin, and shook off the last remnants of the sky’s blistering kiss before returning to Batraza. She snorted and rolled her eyes when Malachus drew closer, stamping a hoof as if to admonish him for leaving her alone among the trees.

			“Peace, Bat,” he said in his most soothing tone and gathered the reins before swinging into the wet saddle. The storm’s power had fizzled. To the west, the clearing sky took on a golden hue, overpainting the blue as the sun regained dominion over the clouds.

			Malachus guided the mare out of the forest. If they traveled without stopping and avoided the road’s heavier traffic, they’d reach the market by the following nightfall. A new moon meant a blacker-than-usual night. He could enter the market without much notice, just one of many travelers journeying toward the temporary city. Though he wasn’t human, he wore the form of one no different from all of those who trekked toward the ruins.

			

			*   *   *

			They reached the market after the vendors closed shop and the encampment surrounding it settled down for the night. That suited him fine. He found it far easier to navigate new surroundings without throngs of people milling about to trade, socialize, or steal.

			The sickle moon hung midway in the night sky as he circled the camp perimeter, ringed by hundreds of tents and wagons as well as livestock pens guarded by a few people and a fair number of dogs. The air was redolent with the scent of humans and animals, mud and wet felt—unpleasant except for the drifting scents of cooking spices and herbal teas simmering over fires. Those teased his nostrils, and his empty stomach rumbled in response. Malachus nodded briefly to the watch who silently observed him as he rode past pens and clusters of tents, inciting the dogs into frantic barking or frightened yelps if his gaze lingered too long on them. The mother-bond’s draw hummed along his senses like silver thread stitched into fabric. He guided Batraza along the market’s edge and farther out still, where the grass grew undisturbed and untrampled and the light of torches no longer chased away the thick darkness. He brought the mare to a halt and breathed deep, allowing his senses to open wide, feel even more the hard draw of draga magic as he sharpened his focus on the thing that had driven him to cross deep seas and foreign lands to find it.

			He’d camp for the night and renew his search in the morning. Reconnoitering in darkness had its benefits, but this was a large tent city populated with enough watchmen that someone would interpret his investigating as nefarious and try either to shoot him or to knife him. Confrontations never went unnoticed, and he didn’t want to give any warning to his prey of his presence here. For all they knew, his ship had gone down in an angry sea and he along with it. He didn’t want to disabuse them of the notion in case they’d made such a fortuitous assumption.

			The spot where he chose to camp was no more than a patch of wet ground away from the meandering patterns of flattened grass that marked a well-traveled trek made by campers who wished to relieve themselves away from their living spaces.

			The night sky stayed clear, and he counted the stars salting its expanse from his supine view on Batraza’s saddle blanket. The mare grazed nearby, her lead rope staked within easy reach. Malachus listened to the sounds around him—the call of a night bird, the distant ululation of wolves, the rustle of some rodent hiding from predators looking to catch their dinner. Above those, the murmur and flow of voices, their words indistinct. Friendly conversations and hot arguments, the intense sensuality of moans during lovemaking, a woman’s sweet lullaby to a fretful baby.

			These were the things that reminded him there was more to humanity than its larceny, its petty cruelties. His understanding, and the empathy that came with it, was a fragile thing, even after decades of living among humans outside the monastery. He looked like them, but they possessed dark depths he’d never fully comprehend, nor did he want to. The sounds he listened to now, of mundane lives lived in peaceful hours, softened his attitude a small bit. It wouldn’t last. It never did.

			His thoughts settled once more on the gray-eyed woman the lightning had shown him earlier. Attractive, but he had known sublime. Dignified, but he had met majestic. There was nothing about her appearance that strayed from the conventional into the remarkable, yet her image remained emblazoned in his mind. He saw it overlaid across a spectacle of starlight and behind his lids when he closed them. It was more than a suspected connection to his mother-bond. He wanted to know her name, hear her voice, learn what lay behind those eyes the color of dove’s wings. His fascination with her made no sense, but Malachus didn’t question it. His spirit understood his instinct better than his mind did, and he couldn’t shunt its message aside. The lightning had shown her to him for a reason.

			He drifted into a fitful slumber, wondering how her misty eyes might change when she laughed and how that laughter might sound.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			Halani searched the crowd from her spot at the stall she manned alongside Gilene, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Savatar clansmen everyone in the Goban market was talking about, including her. She’d bought a shawl for her mother, Asil, from a Palizi trader, when word of the nomads’ arrival spread like a brushfire through the market. Asil was somewhere in the crowd with Talen and Dennefel, scouting the many stalls for to what to buy and resell later for a profit. Knowing her mother, Asil would race back to their own stall and demand Halani go with her to find the Savatar and admire those who had challenged the Empire and actually won.

			Instead of hunting for her mother, she’d returned to the stall to help Gilene and share the latest market gossip. Not everyone expressed excitement over the Savatars’ arrival. Gilene’s reaction to the news surprised Halani. A stillness fell over her, as if she’d just spotted a hunter with his bow trained on her. Her voice was thick with conflicting notes of both dread and hope when she said, “Are you sure?”

			Halani nodded. “They’re roaming through the market now. Word is their leaders are honored guests of the Goban chief who controls this territory.”

			She considered climbing onto the table for an overhead view of the crowd and possible glimpse of the new arrivals but settled instead for standing on tiptoe and craning her neck to see over the crowd.

			A piercing whistle whose modulations Halani instantly recognized cut through the marketplace’s dull roar. A summons from Hamod, one that never failed to make her bristle. She wasn’t a dog, and her uncle’s assurances that the whistle was simply more effective than trying to shout didn’t soothe her indignation. She was tempted to ignore it, but Hamod used the whistle judiciously. He needed her.

			She spotted him through a gap in the crowd, standing with a group of traders. One held something wrapped in a scrap of violet silk.

			Halani groaned and silently cursed. She offered Gilene an apologetic smile. “Probably another statue Uncle wants me to look at. I’m better than he is at spotting a fake. I’ll have to leave you again for a moment.”

			Gilene returned Halani’s smile with a thin one of her own, gaze sweeping the crowd as she replied. “It’s all right. See to your uncle. We’ll switch places when you return.”

			Halani hesitated. She’d known Gilene for less than a year, nursed her through two bouts of illness, and shared a wagon with her. Life had not been kind to Gilene. She’d almost died in the grotesque Flowers of Spring ritual and ended up separated from her husband, Valdan, still not knowing if slavers had killed him. A quiet, reserved woman who worked hard and rarely laughed, she was unfailingly kind to Asil and grateful to Halani for her aid. Her dark eyes cached a hoard of secrets, and she minded her own business so well even Hamod felt comfortable enough offering her a place among his free traders. But Gilene’s response to Halani’s revelation regarding the Savatars was strange. The air around her practically vibrated with a kind of harrowing anticipation, as if she half expected the Savatar to charge in on their horses and attack the market.

			Were Hamod’s whistles not growing more commanding, Halani would have stayed at the table. She gave a pained sigh and left the stall to shoulder her way through the throng.

			The Goban marketplace’s already lively atmosphere turned frenetic as rumor spread of the Savatars’ arrival. To those who had lived in the shadows of the destroyed garrisons, they were heroes. To the free traders gathered here, the Savatar clans were the hammer that broke the Trade Guild’s hold on the Golden Serpent. Gossip and retellings of the siege at Kraelag had reached epic proportions, until it was no longer a battle between the Empire army and barbarian steppe clans, but a clash between gods. A true goddess did make an appearance, one who left destruction in her wake, a city burned to the ground, and an empire shaken to its foundations by what she’d wrought. The Savatar called her Agna and, according to rumor, beseeched her aid in their bid to crack open Kraelag’s defensive walls. The goddess had done so and more, leaving nothing to pillage and an empire that lost its sense of identity along with its corrupt capital.

			Hamod’s caravan had stopped several leagues away from the city, away from Kraelag and the invading armies. Halani had seen the black smoke billowing skyward in the distance. Only later did they get details of the siege, and those were recounted by an ill, traumatized Gilene, who told of a fortuitous escape from the terrible fate of a Flower of Spring thanks to the Savatar invaders, whose goddess had made a Flower of Spring of everyone who didn’t flee Kraelag, immolating everything in holy fire.

			Even Halani, a storyteller who understood how the most mundane events achieved grandiose proportions with time and numerous retellings, wanted to see a Savatar clansman, majestic on his horse, who didn’t wait for the rapacious Empire to attack his homeland but brought the battle to the Empire’s very gates himself. Unfortunately, it was time to play the guessing game of “real or fake.” Halani had not lost yet, and her uncle counted on it.

			The cluster of men standing with him was a motley lot. She recognized one, a free trader from Okeshen Flat Nose’s caravan. Halani couldn’t remember his name, but she remembered his hands, quick to grope any woman unfortunate enough to walk within reach. The one time he’d tried it with Halani, she’d broken his fingers with a pair of iron tongs. He caught sight of her striding toward them, went wide-eyed, and abruptly abandoned their group.

			Conversation among the remaining four men stuttered to a halt as they watched the man flee before turning to see what had sent him racing away like a scared rabbit.

			She didn’t recognize those who stayed with Hamod. One wore the garb she’d seen on many of the Goban men attending the market gathering here: vests with three-quarter-length sleeves over ivory shirts whose hems were almost as long as a woman’s frock. Wide sashes cinched the two garments close to the waist. The shirt and tunic had split sides that revealed loose breeches tucked into boots strapped to the legs with leather ties.

			Halani’s attention moved to his compatriots. Their garb was rougher, stranger, proclaiming them outlanders. Nor did they look like merchants. More like mercenaries who’d found another way to earn a coin or two beyond sell-swording. Their cheap hunting armor had seen better days, and they didn’t bother concealing the weaponry they carried. She ran a practiced eye over the sheaths that covered their knives as well as the bow and quiver one wore across his back. Hamod and his folk dealt in all manner of goods, and while Halani wasn’t an expert in sharp steel and armor, it didn’t take a great deal of expertise to tell her these men either scavenged the dead on a battlefield or bought their garb and weapons from a vendor who traded in goods Hamod turned his nose up at and refused to sell.

			One of the men held a square of the purple cloth she’d glimpsed earlier, within its folds a piece of ivory. She resisted rolling her eyes. If she had a silver belsha for every bit of bone she’d examined to determine its value, she’d be a rich woman. If this went like previous transactions of its ilk, she was about to get an earful of boasts and lies regarding the bone’s origin. Which was no doubt of far humbler roots than what these two planned to tout.

			Most bone traders dealt in common ivory bits they tried to pass off as something more exotic. Dog, cat, and snake skeletons were sometimes fused together in twisted new incarnations and peddled as remains of rare or mythical beasts worthy of the high price the bone merchants charged for them.

			Hamod was a wily trader and taught everything he knew to his niece. Charming, sly, and armed with a repertoire of half-truths, he could sell a beggar his own rags back to him given enough time, and spot a costly trinket in a midden heap at a hundred paces. Never an easy mark, he still deferred to Halani on some things, like determining the authenticity of an artifact. Hamod graced her with a jovial smile that didn’t reach his eyes or hide the avaricious gleam sparkling in his pupils—a telltale sign that whatever these men had told or shown him, it had caught his interest in the worst way. The Goban merchant seemed more a curious onlooker, while the two mercenaries—and she grew more certain of their profession the closer she got to them—appeared ready to bolt at the first sneeze, their gazes never settling for long on one person or one spot, shifting constantly to scan the busy market’s bustling crowd as if searching for someone.

			Hamod didn’t introduce her. As free traders, they came in contact with all sorts of people, honest and unsavory alike. None of the men had looked at Halani with anything resembling lust, but Hamod chose not to reveal anything about his niece.

			He gestured to the silk cloth the one man held. “Take a look,” he said, “and tell me what you think.”

			The mercenary-trader passed the ivory to Halani with a willingness that surprised her, dropping it into her open palm as if he found the thing repulsive to the touch. A rush of vibration shuddered up her arm, and she swallowed a gasp at the sensation. Cold, prickly, pulsing.

			The bone’s weight surprised her as well. Its shape hinted that she held the end bit of a claw. She ran her thumb over its interior curve, careful not to slice her flesh on its outer edge or prick her finger on its pointed tip. Good gods! If merely a fragment, then whatever this once belonged to, the creature had been gigantic. Several more passes of her thumb revealed a new discovery. A shape not naturally made by bone growth was engraved into the claw’s flat plane at the spot where the arc was widest. Here, too, the sharpest sensations punctured her fingers like needles dipped in ice water. She held the claw bit up to the sun, seeing nothing. Wait. She peered a little closer. Was that a glow around the perimeter of the engraved shape? Halani blinked, and it was gone, though the needle pinpricks remained as strong.

			“Our friends here say it’s from a draga.” That greedy light in Hamod’s gaze grew from a sparkle to a blaze the longer she held the bone fragment in her hand.

			Despite the odd vibration still coursing through her hand and her arm, Halani only raised a doubtful eyebrow. “Is that so?”

			How many times had she heard such a fanciful boast told by a trader working easy marks in a crowd eager to part with their coins? Real draga bones, even the fragments, were hard to come by, mostly sold to rich collectors.

			Plenty of gossip ran the breadth and length of the Krael Empire that Empress Dalvila once had the complete skeleton of the fabled Golnar suspended from her bedchamber’s ceiling. Halani had never seen it for herself or known of anyone who had, but such notions made for good storytelling fodder. Now those rumors would remain only hearsay. Golnar’s bones had burned with the rest of the palace, even the legendary strength of draga-kind unable to withstand the destroying power of god-fire.

			“It’s true,” the second mercenary-trader said in response to her skeptical look. “Draga through and through. If you can find some way to grind it into powder and sell it in small quantities, you’ll be rich. Draga bone is magic.”

			“If that’s so, then why would you want to sell it to us, knowing you’ll get far less from a fellow trader than you would from a regular buyer?”

			Hamod’s scrutiny switched from her to the two men, and he eyed them with the same skepticism. “Good question.”

			She and Hamod had done this before, teamed up to work over a difficult seller: one playing the role of eager, unwary buyer, the other the reluctant miser unwilling to buy a dram of wine unless he could get the entire barrel it came from thrown in for the price. This time was different. Halani wondered why these two would want to give up something with significant value by selling it to a free trader, that notorious group of merchants who refused to serve the Guild and obtained their goods to sell by questionable means.

			The two men shared a glance before the second one spoke. “We know others want it, but trade isn’t our calling. We’re hired swords who bought the draga bone for a good price from a man eager to get rid of it himself. Now we know why. Those who covet it will do anything to have it. It’s not worth it to us to keep it, and it’s getting in our way of hiring on for other work.”

			In other words, they or the previous owner stole it, and someone with clout wanted it back. Halani estimated that half of what the man just spouted was truth and half was so much horseshit. At the moment she couldn’t quite tell which of the two was the greater. Once more she ran the pad of her thumb over the claw’s flat curve, distracted by the magic suffusing her body. She was surprised no one yet had commented on her hair standing on end. Every strand felt as if it were vibrating, and her eyelids twitched involuntarily.

			The sensation was both strange and familiar. Familiar in that it carried the hum of earth magic, a tune all its own that shared some similarities with the music she sensed in everything born of soil, rock, and tree. Music that hummed to a lesser degree in the herbs she harvested for healing salves and in the grave dirt she dug when raiding a barrow. Those vibrations were gentle tones of varying pitch. This . . . this was a roar.

			Hamod’s thin veneer of casual boredom began to fracture as Halani stood there, weighing the man’s words and stroking the ivory. The calculating gleam in his eye warned her that no matter what argument she used to convince him not to make the sale, it would fall on deaf ears.

			I think we should return whatever this bone is to those who took it, walk away, and not look back.

			They were the words she wanted to say but didn’t. Her uncle reveled in the embrace of the mistress that ruled him best—greed. Instead of sound argument, Halani employed a weapon she rarely used on the wily Hamod. She lied.

			“It’s an interesting piece,” she said, adopting a regretful sigh. “But it looks like any old bone one might pick off a large animal carcass.”

			The dismay on the men’s faces might have been comical were Halani not so focused on fooling her uncle. She held out the bone to the man who’d given it to her. He took a step back as if she offered him a live viper.

			Hamod reached for the artifact, only to have Halani hold it away from him. She surprised herself, but something instinctive told her that to surrender it to him meant he wouldn’t give it up, no matter her false assurances that the bone was nothing special.

			His eyes narrowed before he gave the two men a thin smile. “Give me a moment. Sometimes we differ on those items we think will interest our buyers.” That was no more true than her assertion about the bone fragment, but she didn’t argue when Hamod pulled her to the side out of earshot of the traders and gave them his back so they couldn’t see his scowl.

			“Don’t lie to me, girl,” he said. “To them, fine. We can bargain for a better price if we insist it’s fit only for the midden heap.”

			She’d never been able to fool Hamod. He was, and always would be, a master of mendacity.

			“I’m sorry, Uncle.” She glanced down at the bone on its bed of silk. “Whatever creature this belonged to, no good can come from owning it. It has the feel of a lodestone about it. Its purpose is to lure someone or something to it.”

			Hamod’s scowl melted away. “You learned all that just from holding it?” At her nod, a triumphant smile danced across his lips. “Then it’s definitely magical and should fetch a decent price.”

			“Maybe,” she hedged. Her gaze settled on the two mercenaries waiting nearby. “But look at those men. You heard what they said. It’s coveted. Even if I didn’t sense anything from this piece, I’d wager it isn’t just coveted, it’s hunted, and they no longer want any part of that chase. Theirs is a desperate honesty. They’ve tried to sell it before and had no takers. Something about it is warning people away.” Hamod’s gleeful expression clouded with doubt, then cleared, and he shrugged.

			“If it’s fake, I’ll bid low and grind the bone into powder. We’ll sell it as a cure for baldness, or you can make a cream. We’ll tout it to the crones trying to recapture their youth.” He chuckled at her disapproving glare. “Stop looking like a shriveled apple. You know as well as I that we’ve fed our group more than once on the backs of other people’s vanity.”

			Halani hated it when he used practicality to justify some of his ethically questionable actions. “What if it is valuable? Bone from a truly rare creature?” The hum along her skin assured her that the bone was anything but ordinary.

			Hamod’s eyes gleamed. “Then we count this our lucky day, and if someone else wants this pretty back, they can buy it or fight for it.” As free traders, their caravan was heavily armed, wary of strangers on the road, and its members unhesitating in defending themselves. But in this Hamod was wrong.

			“We may not have the numbers to keep it from whoever is searching for it.”

			Again, that maddening, unconcerned shrug. “Then we’ll deal with them if that day comes. I doubt it will, and I know more than a few people in Domora who’d be happy to part with a full purse to possess such an artifact to show off to their wealthy friends.” He held out a hand, crooking his fingers. “Now, hand it over so I can get to bargaining, and you can get back to the stall and help Gilene.”

			As if uttering the woman’s name summoned it, a female voice bellowed above the noise of the crowd, bringing the market to a halt. “Azarion!” Halani turned toward the commotion, startled to see Gilene’s absent husband, Valdan, stride through the crowd toward the trader tables where Gilene manned their booth.

			No longer the ragged, injured dye merchant Hamod’s caravan had come across on a dusty road at the edge of the forest, Valdan wore the trappings of a leader. Bearded and dressed in the garb of a Savatar horse nomad, he was still the handsome man Halani remembered. His piercing green gaze rested solely on Gilene, who stared back, eyes wide and bright with tears. Hamod used the distraction to snatch the bone fragment out of Halani’s hand and returned to the two skittish traders.

			Torn between curiosity over the drama playing out between Gilene and her husband and wanting to harangue her uncle more, Halani paused amid the crowd. She pressed her palms together, striving to recapture a remnant of the magic hanging over the bone like an invisible mist.

			A ghost of ancient earth swirled between her fingers, a memory of pain and regret, of desperation, and of hope. But most of all a silent but plaintive call to be found and united. With what? With whom?

			The sudden, more physical tug on her elbow brought her out of her ruminations. Her mother stood next to her, weathered features creased by a wide grin. She pointed to Valdan as he approached the table Gilene stood behind. “Look, Hali! Valdan isn’t dead,” she said in her high, childish voice. “Come with me. I want to tell him hello!”

			A cluster of Savatar lined up behind him like a human redoubt. They were an intimidating group of men and women dressed in light armor and carrying a myriad of weapons. None looked as if they’d welcome a gleeful Asil skipping through their ranks to offer greetings. Nevertheless, Halani rarely refused her mother’s wishes and followed her back toward their stall.

			A flicker of movement close to the table caught her attention, and she spotted a pack of cutpurses as young as six, but no older than twelve, easing closer to the pile of goods stacked toward the back of the stall as well as the unguarded items on the table itself. “Bollocks!” she snapped. With Gilene and Valdan seeing only each other and the Savatar watching only them, the stall was easy pickings for small, fast thieves. They’d be cleaned out in moments.

			Asil’s eyes widened. “What?

			Halani pointed in the cutpurses’ direction as she raced toward them. Asil shot past her, far fleeter and more nimble than her aged appearance suggested. She reached the table just as one of the older, bigger juveniles snatched a tooled leather pouch from the table’s corner and bolted into the thick of the crowd.

			He didn’t get far. One of the Savatar women abruptly straightened her arm from her side, clotheslining the runner. He struck the unexpected barrier so hard, he ricocheted off her vambraced forearm, feet flying out from under him before he landed on his back. The bag he held tumbled through the air and was snagged by Asil. The thief’s compatriots scattered in all directions. Halani suspected they’d managed to make off with a fan and one of the hideous hats Dennefel loved to make and Hamod insisted they try to sell. It could have been much worse. Winded but not incapacitated, the downed thief sprang to his feet and fled, kicking up his heels even higher when the Savatar woman lunged toward him as if to give chase.

			Halani reached her mother’s side in time to overhear her praise the woman.

			Asil’s cheeks were red, and her eyes danced, as if preventing an impromptu raid on their stall had been great fun. “You’re very strong,” she said, admiration in her voice.

			The Savatar inclined her head and returned a similar compliment in heavily accented Common tongue. “And you’re very fast.”

			Halani skirted around the Savatar barricade to straighten the table and move some of the items most in danger of being snatched to a more inaccessible spot.

			“Oh, Halani, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” Gilene no longer stared into her husband’s face as if seeing a vision. She tried to help Halani move the trade items to a safer spot. Halani shooed her away.

			“Stop fretting.” She nodded toward Valdan. “I think you have a good excuse for the distraction. Besides, I left you here to man the stall alone. Cutpurses always look for lone sellers in the markets.”

			“I’m to blame,” Valdan said behind her. “I’ll pay for the loss of anything taken, Halani.”

			She offered him a smile. “We’re very glad to see you alive and well. Gilene isn’t one to wear her feelings for all to see, but I know she pined for you and worried.”

			Even at second glance, his appearance still startled her. He had introduced himself to their caravan more than a year ago as a dye merchant attacked by raiders who had nearly killed him, injured his wife Gilene, and stolen their supplies and horse. When Hamod told Valdan he had the look of a steppe-man about him, Valdan said he was the child of a Kraelian woman and an Empire soldier of Nunari blood. At the time, his stories and explanations seemed believable, and neither he nor Gilene had given Hamod reason to think otherwise during their stay with the caravan.

			Looking at him now, thinner, haggard but still handsome, and garbed in the raiment of high rank among an entourage of Savatar who showed him obvious deference and Gilene surprising reverence, Halani was certain this man was no simple dye merchant.

			Asil jumped between them before he could reply. “Valdan, you’re not dead!” she crowed, so obviously delighted by the fact that Valdan and the rest of his companions laughed.

			He reached for one of her hands, giving it a squeeze. “No, Asil. I’m not dead, and as before, I owe you and your daughter a life debt.” His gaze traveled to Gilene, standing behind Asil, the look in his eyes so scorching, Halani sighed inwardly. No man had ever stared at her in such a way—as if everything and anything of value to him resided within her. His next words to Asil only confirmed her thoughts. “You’ve given back to me that which I treasure above all else in the world.”

			The Savatar woman who’d thwarted the cutpurse spoke, this time in a language Halani didn’t understand, though she recognized a few Nunari words in the rapid speech and was sure she again heard the word “Azarion.”

			He replied in kind, heavy green gaze still on Gilene. He switched to Common tongue then. “You’ll come with me? With us? We’ve taken the grounds just west of the garrison ruins for our camp.”

			Gilene nodded, expression radiant. She turned to Halani. “Do you mind? I can stay until the market closes. I don’t wish to abandon you.”

			Halani laughed. “First, you don’t need my permission. I’m not your keeper. Second, if I were you and my exceptionally handsome husband, who I feared might be dead but who turned up alive and well, asked me to go with him to his camp, all you’d get from me is a wave and an assurance that you might, might see me the next morning.”

			“I knew there was a reason why I liked you the moment I met you, trader woman.” Valdan touched his forehead in a gesture of respect. “Is your uncle here?” Halani nodded. “Tell him he and all his kin are invited to sup with us tomorrow just after sunset. I have gifts to offer and an explanation to give. Look for the round black tents with flags at their peaks. That will be our encampment.”

			The invitation extended, he wasted no time in scooping Gilene into his arms and hugging her close before walking away from the stall. The Savatar reformed their redoubt into a pathway, each one bowing as he passed, some murmuring the words “ataman” and “agacin,” while others reached out tentative hands to touch Gilene as if they were supplicants in the presence of something sacred.

			Valdan halted and turned when Halani called to him. “Your name isn’t Valdan, is it?”

			Asil’s confused “It isn’t?” tail-ended her question. It had been Gilene who’d put the question in her mind. Gilene, whom Halani overheard also calling Valdan “Azarion,” and she doubted the word meant “husband” in Savatar.

			His answering smirk confirmed her suspicion even before he replied. “Tell Hamod he’s a guest of Azarion Ataman of Clan Kestrel.” He turned away with Gilene, who gave a short wave before they both disappeared ahead of the line of Savatar who fell in behind them.

			Halani didn’t have the luxury of watching them leave. Doing so would put her right back in the unfortunate position of fending off a new pack of cutpurses. She left the task to Asil, who stared at the retreating Savatars, a puzzled frown knitting her brow.

			“So his name is Valdan Azarion or Azarion Valdan?”

			Her daughter shrugged. “I don’t know, Mama. It sounds like we’ll know more tomorrow. Here, come help me redo the table. The gods only know how many customers we lost with all the commotion that just happened here. We’ll never hear the end of it from Uncle.”

			The two women spent the remainder of the afternoon putting the table and stall to rights and hawking their goods. Halani patiently answered Asil’s repeated questions regarding Gilene and Azarion.

			Talen, another of the free trader women from Hamod’s caravan, appeared at the stall just as the masses were beginning to thin and business had slowed to a trickle. Her puzzled gaze swept over the pair. “Where’s Gilene?”

			Halani blew a stray strand of hair out of her eyes and arched her back to relieve the ache there. “Now, that’s a story to tell.” She removed her apron and passed it to Talen. “Can you man the stall with Mama until the market closes? I need to find Uncle and deliver a message, and I promised to drop off a bottle of that perfume made in Askartown to a rug merchant two lanes over.”

			Talen tied the apron to her waist, disgust pinching her features. “They know that stuff is nothing but mule piss boiled with rose petals, right?”

			“I told them. Twice. The merchant’s wife doesn’t care. He said she’d bathe in the stuff if she could afford enough of it.”

			“I swear, people will buy anything if you pour it in a fancy bottle and give it a fancy name.”

			“And I thank the gods for them,” Halani replied. “We eat another day.” She hugged Asil, who kissed her cheek in return. “Help Talen, Mama, and don’t wander off. I’ll see you back at camp.” She tucked the bottle of rose-scented mule urine into a small velvet bag she looped onto her wrist and set out for the rug merchant’s stall and then to find Hamod.

			She dreaded what other mischief he’d gotten up to since she left him with the strange claw. Her worry didn’t stem from a fear he’d been gulled into buying something worthless or counterfeit. That ivory was authentic, whatever it was. Possessed of a power with all the markers of earth magic, it both fascinated and troubled Halani.

			Navigating the numerous lanes created by the hundreds of stalls and tables presented less of a challenge once the crowds had thinned as the day wore down. Halani delivered the perfume to the delighted rug merchant’s wife and paused at a fruit seller’s stand to buy a bag of stone fruit, as richly purple as the cloth that covered the sorcerous ivory. She intended it for the caravan’s cook, Marata, who would work his own magic and turn the plums into a delectable tart or pudding.

			She paused at one more stall to admire a stack of leather-bound books, carefully turning the blank parchment sewn into the binding, imagining what mysterious things a scribe might write on the pristine surface. Halani set the journal down. Such goods weren’t for the likes of her. She could neither read nor write. Purchasing a journal made no sense.

			As the sun dipped below the horizon, merchants began closing down their stalls. Halani walked a few more of the market paths, noting which sold goods the caravan needed to resupply their stores, which goods could be resold at more distant markets for profit, and which held those small indulgences she and the other caravan women might want to purchase for themselves or their children.

			Except for the stalls selling ale and spirits, most of the market had closed by the time she abandoned her browsing and headed back to Hamod’s camp. A few people wished her a good evening as they passed. Others hurried by, pretending not to see her. Those wearing the official badges of Guild traders raked her with disdainful gazes. She was a free trader, not subject to Guild regulations and, thanks to the Savatar and Goban people, no longer barred from trading on the profitable Golden Serpent.

			Halani returned their contempt with a sunny smile, nimbly dodging the stream of saliva one Guild trader spat at her. She expected nothing different and didn’t dwell on it until a voice behind her made her freeze midstep.

			“Do you wish for him to apologize for his rudeness?” She pivoted to face the speaker, discovering a man taller than average height leading a sleepy-eyed horse by its reins. He tilted his head toward the trader striding away from them. “I can make him do so.”

			Her defender was handsome, though not in the way some might think of male beauty, like Gilene’s husband with his refined features. This man’s face was sharper, harsher, with a beakish nose and a thin-lipped mouth creased on either side by unforgiving lines. His eyes reminded her of the ink Galedrin scribes made from oak and walnut galls—a brown so rich and dark, it looked black in certain lights, with streamers of sunlight swirling in its depths. His attractiveness was more memorable than traditional. His clothing and accented Common reminded her of the two mercenary-traders Hamod had dealt with earlier in the day, though he dressed far better than they.

			The similarities alarmed her. Halani wasn’t a believer in coincidence, and while this market had drawn people from all parts of the Empire and territories outside its reach, she hadn’t seen many dressed like him or the trader pair. She had warned Hamod the engraved claw was sorcerous, and she didn’t think it too far-fetched that this man’s appearance in the Goban market wasn’t a matter of chance.

			He waited for her answer, unconcerned that the Guild trader had put a fair distance between them by now. To Halani’s mind, he wasn’t worth the trouble of chasing down just to extract an empty apology. Such a thing offered momentary satisfaction followed by days of petty retributions. She wanted no trouble from the Guild.

			She bowed briefly. “I thank you, but no. He means nothing to me; therefore, his opinion means nothing. Besides, an apology only has value when it’s sincerely given.”

			And she didn’t want to be in a stranger’s debt. He might mean well, a noble gesture toward someone he considered unjustly wronged. Or his offer might come with expectation of repayment, something Halani had no intention of giving.

			“A wise way to look at it,” he said and returned her bow. “Then I wish you well, madam, and bid you good evening.”

			He led the horse past her, and Halani stiffened, hearing in her spirit a hum of earth magic, purling like a wave toward the shoreline with a tune she’d never heard until now. As if he heard the same from her, he paused, turned, and stared at her for several moments, saying nothing.

			The nearby shout of a drunkard demanding a refill from one of the pub stalls snapped Halani out of her stupor. She retreated without returning the farewell, seeking a different way to the caravan camp, hoping the stranger wouldn’t follow her. He didn’t, though she felt the heavy weight of his gaze on her back long after the market stalls hid her from his view.

			Hamod. She had to warn Hamod, of what she couldn’t say. A man with a horse and the feel of sorcery about him? Garbed like the traders who so wanted to get rid of the engraved claw? Her uncle might scoff at her suspicions, but he might not. He didn’t always listen to her advice, but he trusted her instincts enough to take them into account. Halani picked up her pace until she jogged along the paths, urged to greater speed by the certainty that if Hamod had purchased the ivory, he’d brought trouble to their camp.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			[image: ]

			The Spider of Empire perched on her throne, swathed in gauzy silks that did more to enhance her nudity than to cover it. Most of the colorful fabric spilled in a waterfall over her right shoulder, hiding the fact that she no longer possessed her right arm.

			She crossed her legs, idly tapping the air with one foot as she pinned her best henchman with a flat stare. “If I thought you might be anything other than bored with it all, I’d invite you to the entertainment I have planned for later.”

			As Dalvila’s favorite go-to minion for everything from a pie delivery to an assassination, Gharek had learned long ago not to show emotion to his liege and give her the opportunity to use it against him. She already had him by the balls as it was. The gods only knew what that “entertainment” entailed. Sex, torture, a combination of the two. He hadn’t heard any screaming when the guards escorted him into the receiving chamber to wait, but it only meant Dalvila hadn’t yet left a victim on her bedroom floor, insensate, insane, or in pieces.

			“How may I serve you, Your Greatness?” The right voice modulation, that sweet-spot combination of interest and willingness without overt fawning, took practice and years for him to get it just right. And it had saved his life more than once when dealing with the Spider.

			She motioned to a slave kneeling on the lowest step of the dais on which her throne sat. The man knee-walked up the remaining treads, carrying a large tome in his arms, which he carefully deposited on the small table next to the empress. A brief touch of his forehead to the marble floor, and he knee-walked backward down the steps to resume his former place. Gharek was impressed with the man’s dexterity in keeping his balance. Had he fallen, Dalvila likely would have punished him for the offense.

			Dalvila casually flipped the book open, turning pages as if time stopped to await her pleasure. She finally closed the book and returned her attention to Gharek. “This book was taken out of Midrigar by a pair of thieves. Or one thief at least. The other didn’t survive the race to the gates.” Gharek quashed the urge to roll his eyes. Only the stupid and the greedy braved haunted Midrigar to steal artifacts. Even the desperate knew better. There were worse things to suffer than death, and they lurked in the ruined city, waiting for foolish prey that always, always fell into their trap. “The book must be of great value for someone to risk so much in obtaining it.”

			“That, or there are those who’ll filch anything not nailed down.”

			She tapped the book with the tip of one brightly painted nail. “This is an alchemist’s grimoire from the age of Emperor Vorhesian. Within it, recipes for an elixir and a salve I intend to have. The elixir grants long life and youth. The salve heals all wounds and even restores missing limbs. Both are made of gold and draga blood.”

			Were this anyone except the empress telling Gharek such a thing, he’d scoff at them, advise they toss such nonsense into the nearest fire and stop wasting his time. This was not just anyone, so he waited, holding his tongue.

			Dalvila searched his features with a serpent’s gaze, looking for any mockery there. Finding none, she relaxed in her seat and continued. “I have plenty of gold. I need a draga, and I want you to get one for me.”

			You must be fucking joking, he wanted to snap at her. Whatever bizarre game she’d chosen to play with him this warm summer afternoon, she was the only one to find it amusing. Gharek, on receiving her summons, had assumed she had an assignment for him. Kill and get rid of a general who dared to question her, drown a woman she perceived as a rival for the terrified affections of a lover she’d probably hang in a fortnight once she tired of him. She’d once sent Gharek on a journey halfway across the Empire to bring back a culinary delicacy whose name he still couldn’t pronounce and which she declared disgusting after taking one bite. He’d dispatched her rivals, garroted her rebellious commanders, and delivered sugarcoated sweets to her without complaint and with alacrity and efficiency, earning her admiration if not her trust. Dalvila trusted no one. It was why she still held the throne in an iron grip, even after her husband, the emperor, was reduced to an ash heap in Kraelag’s god-fire conflagration.

			Unfortunately for Gharek, she’d just set him up to fail. The only question was how long he could stave off the foregone conclusion of his execution with false promises and lies. “My understanding is the dragas were hunted to extinction in the Empire long ago, though I know your spies to be skilled in uncovering information. Have they found one hiding in your territories?”

			Her thin smile warned him he trod dangerously close to the bootlicking she found so annoying and which had gotten more than one courtier’s head removed from his shoulders. “Not yet, but I expect we will soon.” The sweet chime of her laughter at his raised eyebrows didn’t fool Gharek. She sounded the same when she laughed at someone’s disemboweling. “And you’re right about my spies. I hire the best, and I send them even farther afield than I send you on occasion.” She glanced at the book, the flare of some emotion enlivening her empty blue eyes for just a moment before dying. “The Empire might not have dragas, but some of the kingdoms across the Raglun Sea do. They hide there in plain sight, disguised as humans most of the time, but dragas will be dragas, and some people have witnessed them transform and fly, raid farms to take cattle and sheep or steal treasure.”

			He could believe that, though he wondered just how truthful these witnesses were and how much was simply storytelling twaddle more entertaining than accurate. Surely the empress’s spies didn’t believe every font of nonsense that reached their ears? Surely the empress didn’t believe everything her spies told her.

			Something in his expression must have given away his doubt, for Dalvila’s gaze once more turned serpentine. “You believe me a fool, Gharek?”

			The fact that his stomach made no sound as it plummeted to the floor at her words surprised him, but not enough to make him speechless. “Not at all, Your Greatness,” he replied smoothly. “If you say there are dragas in the kingdoms across the Raglun Sea, I believe you. Wholeheartedly. I need only to understand what you wish for me to do with this information.”

			If Dalvila told him the moon was blue and covered in fish scales, Gharek would find a way to believe that, too. His life depended on it. His daughter’s life depended on it.

			Satisfied with his answer, she settled back in her lofty chair once more. “Draga bones, at least fake ones, show up in the markets as regularly as lice infestations. I think even one of my handmaidens had a set of teeth made for her husband from bits of draga bone. But it’s dead bone, of no real value except to a collector.” Her sublime features took on a demonic avarice that almost made Gharek take a step back. “I have a spy planted in the Maesor market, one who’s heard rumors that someone has arrived on our shores in possession of a mother-bond to sell. A real mother-bond with the glow mark of a living offspring still on it.” The old draga tales had mostly faded over time, with the exception of the tale of the Sun Maiden, and even that one expounded more on the exploits of the hero Kansi Yuv than on the draga he fought and slew. Dalvila was right that draga bones were popular trade items, even the fake ones, but the Maesor market wasn’t an average market, and nothing sold there was fake, nor was it cheap. He’d never heard of a mother-bond, but if someone believed they could sell it on the Maesor, it was both highly valuable and highly outlawed in the Empire.

			Dalvila smiled her venomous smile. “I forget sometimes that you come from gutter-rat stock instead of nobility so probably never had access to the libraries.” Gharek didn’t flinch at her offhand insult. She spoke the truth. He’d earned his current place in Empire society; he hadn’t been born to it. “Dragas,” she said, “are creatures of magic. Not only were they said to have wielded sorcery; it was in their very nature. Woven into their veins, their blood, and their bones. A mother-bond was a draga offspring’s birthright bequeathed to it by its dam. The dam bit off a piece of her body, bespelled it, and used it to force her hatchling into the guise of a human child to protect it from being hunted and killed while it matured. Once it reached adulthood, it used the mother-bond to reclaim its true state and all the power that belongs to a draga, including the sorcery that makes its blood so valuable.”

			“The long life and wound healing you mentioned,” he said. Gharek dared not refer directly to Dalvila’s own maiming injury or even glance at it. To do so courted death.

			The empress’s features froze, and his heartbeat froze with it. “Thanks to those Savatar mongrels, I don’t even have Golnar’s bones to display any longer. I want that mother-bond, and I want the draga it belongs to.” Rage seethed in her voice, still burning as hot as the old capital where she’d lost her husband, her arm, and her dignity.

			Kraelag, once the Empire’s capital and crown jewel, still burned in places, months after the steppe savages laid siege to its gates and summoned their equally savage goddess to destroy it with holy fire. Even the famous bones of the draga Golnar hadn’t withstood the tidal wave of flame that reduced the capital to charred rubble and scattered heaps of molten rock and metal. The emperor had died while his empress had survived, though not unscathed. A Savatar archer, under the command of a Savatar general who had once been the Empire’s most famous slave gladiator, had fired an arrow from an impossible distance and struck the empress. Not a kill shot, at least not an immediate one.

			Dalvila had barely survived. The wound to her shoulder had poisoned, turning putrid. Each lancing performed by the court leeches only made it worse. As the infection spread and the empress sickened, her closest advisers turned to other measures.

			All within the summer palace and half of Domora, the Empire’s new capital, heard Dalvila’s shrieks as her surgeons sawed off the rotting limb and cauterized the mutilated flesh and exposed bone left behind. In the days that followed, court nobles who had escaped the destruction of Kraelag maneuvered for positions of power while the empress hovered at death’s threshold.

			To the relief of some and the disappointment of many more, Dalvila survived. Her surgeons’ brutal actions had saved her, and she repaid their efforts in kind. Gharek had witnessed that repayment firsthand. Dalvila had ordered the three men brought before her, all in a show of pomp and praise. Still pale and drawn, she thanked each man with flowery plaudits uttered in the sweetest voice, before ordering them bound and forced to their knees before her.

			The court held its collective breath, no one daring to come to the surgeons’ defense as they questioned the reason for their punishment and begged for mercy. The
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