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      “You’ll never be a swordmage.”

      The words would have stung more if this had been the first time he’d heard them. But Nyalin had heard them before, too many times. He hadn’t believed it might actually be true, though. “Isn’t my fate for the council to decide?”

      “They won’t override me. The Dark Dragon barely sniffed her nose at you.” His foster father Elix slowed to a stop at the base of the stairs near the door. Dust motes floated in an early morning sunbeam shining through the window, the only motion in the dim sitting room.

      It was true. The Obsidian Dragon had had no time for him, no hint that she saw him as any different than the rocks themselves. Her approval wasn’t required for young mages be taught, but with a mother as powerful as Nyalin’s had been, the expectations for him had been up in the clouds.

      And now, well. Those expectations had gone up in smoke.

      “My mother would have hated you for this.” His fists were balled, but he hid them at his sides. There was no winning here. Nyalin was trapped.

      “You don’t know what she would have wanted.”

      “That’s because she’s dead.”

      “You’d do well to start remembering that. Go get a job. There’s paying work for scribes.”

      “You shouldn’t have given up. On me or on her.”

      Elix opened the door, warm light and murmurs from the street pouring in. His dark silhouette paused, a hulking bear suspended in time like an insect in amber. “Take your grievances up with the dragon.”

      Nyalin held up a finger and opened his mouth, because the Obsidian Council was in fact currently meeting, even if Elix wouldn’t believe they could make any decision other than what he wanted. Before he could even make a sound, though, Elix had gone. The door slammed shut in his face.

      His shoulders slumped. As if he could talk to a dragon. He shouldn’t have let the old bear bait him like that. It was in the council’s hands now.

      Fine. It was all fine. He had somewhere to be anyway.

      Down the hallway, back to the servant’s stairs, then out into the street. His feet carried him without thought, his mind lost elsewhere.

      Each week, he woke before dawn for this trek. He always reached the graveyard before the sun rose above the city walls. He liked the early hour because it usually guaranteed solitude.

      Today, though, his luck had run out. In more ways than one.

      Arriving at the graveyard, he discovered a single set of footprints marring the white pebble footpath between him and his mother’s grave. He glared down at the sea of smooth stones.

      Starting forward, his worn boots crunched fresh prints into the milk-white pebbles. He scanned the graves for the interloper but spotted no one. Heard no one.

      If he’d had magic, he might have sensed if the graveyard was empty as well. But that was precisely his problem.

      Why did he keep doing this—showing up to visit a woman he’d never known? Maybe it was a misplaced search for answers. Or a longing for scraps of truth about a past forever lost. Some weeks, he came out of duty. Others, out of habit.

      Today, though, he’d come to apologize.

      The only thing worse than being in the royal graveyard was being here with an audience. He ran his hand through thick, brown hair. It flopped right back down into his left eye, and he sighed.

      The air felt charged. This place made his skin itch, like the souls of the dead were dragging nails across his skin and tugging at his very core. He scratched at his thigh, the black linen of his crossover rough against his fingers. No silk for him, not like his so-called family.

      His whole future was being decided by that family and the Obsidian Council in the meeting across town. He hadn’t been invited, and there was little he could do. Only one thing was left to him: to say he was sorry. To apologize.

      He’d never known his mother, but he owed her this much.

      The Feast of Souls was coming in a few weeks. In preparation, paper lanterns had been hung over the dead; crimson, teal, gold, and emerald globes swayed and knocked in the brisk wind. The decorations had so little regard for the mourners that they bumped cheerfully in the sunlight, soft taps filling the air with a strange, percussive rhythm. Summer was only just waning, but the wind was already sending a chill through him.

      He studied the prints in the gravel path again as he neared her grave. The footprints were small, like a woman’s, and recent. He reached the final turn toward the grave, and the footprints turned with him. Damn. The monks who tended this burial ground smoothed the pebbles each morning and again and again throughout the day, so someone had been here. And not long ago at all.

      With his luck, it’d be a pilgrim. No, a family of pilgrims. With ten children. By the Twins, he’d hoped to be alone today.

      He gritted his teeth, then swallowed and tried to calm himself, the way he did when he needed a steady hand to write. It wasn’t their fault the pilgrims were so annoying.

      He listened. A fresh gust of wind sent the lanterns tapping again and him shivering. No hymns, no snaps of prayer sticks, and no crunches of feet on pebbles. Birds sang, and the wind teased the holy chimes hung in the cardinal corners of the cemetery, bronze characters in the holy language standing for peace, harmony, and, of course, the afterlives.

      No one.

      He continued on.

      No one hovered around his mother’s gravestone when he reached it. He blew out a breath. Thank Seluvae.

      The white marble was inundated with gifts, the hope and suffering of many expressed in azalea branches, roses, chrysanthemums, and white flowers he didn’t recognize. Most of the blooms were too fine to have been purchased. The poor who flocked here had likely stolen their tributes from the gardens that surrounded the emperor’s palace. Nyalin could understand. He had little gold or even copper to his name, and only his continued residence in his foster father’s house gave him any resources at all.

      And who knew if he’d even have that come evening?

      What solace did pilgrims find here? His mother had only been a person, albeit a rare and powerful one. Not a goddess. Not someone to pray to.

      Clearly the pilgrims disagreed.

      Tracking down the basket the monks used, Nyalin filled it with the oldest, most wilted flowers. Slowly, tenderly, he uncovered her name. He slid his fingers along the smooth indentations, tracing the elegant holy characters carved into the marble. He left the best blooms. It would be full again soon enough.

      When the flowers were cleared and he’d dusted off the stone, he knelt in the soft square of sand set aside for prayer.

      What had he hoped to say? Should he ask that the council make the right decision? They wouldn’t. Should he pray for rescue, from the Dark Dragon or ancestral spirits or otherwise? It wasn’t coming.

      He was trapped, and there was nothing his mother could do to help him, powerful or not, alive or not, whether he prayed to her or not.

      And the secret of who his real father had been, if the man was even still alive, had gone to the grave with her. If he could have asked her for one thing, it would be his father’s name. But those were idle wishes.

      “Sorry,” he murmured into the music of the chimes, the lantern tapping, the quiet birdsong, the morning air. “I failed you. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t convince them to keep trying.” I couldn’t find whatever magic you gave me, if it even exists. That last part was too painful to say out loud.

      What else was there to say?

      She had been the greatest talent of her time, the hero who’d saved so many, who’d shot fear into the hearts of the evil Mushin. Her victories had led to the unification of the clans, to unprecedented peace, to even the construction of this city around him. Unification had turned a rickety trading post near two salt mines into the one place in the empire where the six clans strove to coexist. Mostly. No one had expected peace or an end to the war, and she’d found it. Fought for it. Forced it on them, even. And she’d given it all up in the blood of birth, for what?

      For him?

      For nothing, then. Her torch had burned bright, and he’d dropped it.

      He hated disappointing Grel, who even now argued on his behalf to the council. His foster brother believed in him almost blindly. But even more, he hated to disappoint her. There was no one else who cared enough to disappoint.

      “They would’ve listened to you,” he whispered. “By the Dark Dragon, I wish there was some other way.”

      He shook his head, staring unseeing at the sand as the wind knocked the lanterns about. His hand closed into a fist.

      “I’ll find something. A way to make your sacrifice worth it. I have to.”

      How exactly he’d do that, he had no idea. He had nothing but time to figure it out.

      A quiet sob floated toward him on the breeze. He winced. There—the other mourner. Not alone after all.

      He should go. The longer he stayed, the more mourners would appear.

      He rose and brushed the dust off his knees. If he left by the thin strip of grass and not by the pebbled pathway, maybe he could avoid calling attention to exactly who had been whispering like a madman to the dead. Even though Elix and his other foster brother Raelt thought he was dirt, many people in the city did not feel the same. Much to his chagrin. He did not need or want attention right now—or ever.

      Nyalin bowed to his mother, then stepped carefully to the grass that cut a line between rows of milky headstones. A low hedge at the end of the path marked the north exit of the cemetery, the holy symbols for harmony tinkling away above an arbor.

      He hurried the last few steps—and almost tripped over the source of the sobbing.

      A young woman sat curled on the grass just beside the hedge. One arm hugged her knees to her chest, the other covered her eyes. With her head bent down, only a violent blond tangle of corded ropes and braids and locks was visible. The shining mass of her hair shook with the quaking of her shoulders.

      She wore a crossover the color of bone—finely embroidered at the edges with soft ochre thread—and leggings of the same shade. Bone Clan, then? Someone of some wealth and standing, though, even amid the poorest clan. He couldn’t see her ear stud beneath her hair to be sure. No charms or blades hung at her belt, not that he would have expected any on a woman. Her crossover hung loosely and too short and revealed nothing of the shape of her body. It contrasted sharply with the tanned skin of her hands, tough and strong hands that gripped her elbows like a dragon clutching its prey.

      Given the shaking of her shoulders, she was still crying, but she made no further sound. Had she missed his quiet approach in the grass? Apparently.

      She didn’t want to be noticed either, did she? He should slink away now, and they’d both get what they wanted. He knew as well as anyone—dead was dead. He could try to offer words of comfort, but what was the point? There was no comfort but time. If that.

      But wouldn’t it be cruel to simply walk away? As if her display didn’t matter, as if it didn’t hurt to see her hurt, as if the suffering of another was as insignificant as a blade of grass swaying in the wind?

      That was the way Elix treated people. Irrelevant. As if suffering was only significant based on who felt it. Or Raelt, who would delight in an opportunity to revel in someone’s misery, especially that of a woman with social standing lower than his own.

      Nyalin wasn’t like them. He aimed to be as different from them as possible. And her silent sobs were not insignificant to him. His chest panged again as another wave shook her shoulders.

      He glanced around, looking for something, anything to offer. He jammed his hands into the pockets of his crossover and discovered a clean handkerchief. Before he could second-guess this rare moment of boldness, he crouched down and tapped her elbow with a finger, offering the soft black cloth.

      Her head snapped up, eyes catching on his offering and widening. Ah, the dark color of the handkerchief told her much before she even took him in. She glanced up, fire sparking in her features and tingeing the sadness. Hmm, or was that despair? All familiar feelings.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly. Stupid. It was obvious she wasn’t.

      Her eyes stopped him short. Like everything else about her, they were a golden brown. They stared out at him like deep wells, intelligence alight amid a maelstrom of emotion. Her delicate, pale lips were parted on the edge of a word. Tears had slipped down each cheek, leaving a faint trail.

      In a fit of certain madness, he reached forward and brushed the most recent teardrop aside with his thumb.

      She froze. Her skin was warm and smooth under his. The pad of his thumb tingled at first and then stung sharply, a spark of energy knifing up the nerves of his arm.

      She jerked back, scrambling to her feet. Had she felt it too? She backed away a few steps and must have worried she had snot coming out of her nose—which would have been completely normal considering the circumstances—as she snatched the cloth from his hand and covered her face.

      He straightened too and took his own steps back to give her space. “Pardon the interruption. You looked⁠—”

      “I’ve—” she cut him off, but then stopped just as quickly. “I thought I was alone.”

      “So did I.”

      Her eyes flicked down at the handkerchief, then widened as she realized she could not simply hand it back to him. Damn. Her eyes darted around, as if she suspected a trap.

      “I’ve got to go,” she blurted, and she sprinted past him, around the hedge, and out of the cemetery, taking the handkerchief with her. The scent of cedar brushed past him, as if chasing after her. Strange, there was no reason for such a scent here, so strong and so sudden.

      He sighed. That had gone well. He had such a way with people.

      Shoulders slumped, he trudged out of the cemetery and back toward the Obsidian complex to await his fate.
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        * * *

      

      Lara sniffled and jammed the Obsidian’s enchanted black handkerchief into her pocket as she strode over dew-covered cobblestones. The last thing she needed was to be seen with it. An item from another clan so sopping with magic would raise lots of questions she didn’t have the answers to. Stranger still, it didn’t seem to carry any particular spell—just energy. It was just like an Obsidian to throw around magic like they threw around gold. And what had been that strange spark that had hit her when his finger brushed her cheek? Every clan practiced the same spells, and she’d never learned anything like that one. And what could be the purpose of shocking a crying girl anyway? Probably just a stray charge, built up by accident, nothing more.

      She sighed and squared her shoulders. Time to put the tears—and the handkerchief—behind her.

      Smoothing her hair back, she marched herself through the gardens and up the path toward her father’s workshop. She had made a lot of good memories in the little building that squatted behind the Bone Clan’s mansion, in a corner of the estate near the far back wall. Their estate was odd in that the place was only walled on three sides, something she had never quite understood. It left the grounds more secured than no walls at all—and looking slightly more important than the residences around them. But it still invited the average clan member in, without a fancy gate or some such snobbery to stop them.

      Hopefully that was the original intent. It was either that, or they’d run out of money.

      Was that Obsidian boy going home, even now, to his family’s ornate iron gate, nodding to some butler? Most Obsidian-District estates were walled and held only single families, and rich Obsidians dwelt in houses larger than any in the Bone District, her own included. Meanwhile, building Da’s estate had required the pooled resources of the entire clan—and that probably hadn’t been the wisest use of funds, considering all their other needs.

      But no one was asking her.

      Then again, her home served a dozen purposes. It housed classrooms, meeting rooms, diplomats. What did a single Obsidian family do with all that space? Employ a legion of servants?

      Yes, certainly. Her clever-eyed, black-clothed benefactor was probably strolling merrily along a line of servants even now. All were gorgeous women clothed in black—probably scantily. They’d shower him with figs and wine and nuts and treasures. What else did one employ a legion of servants to do? Perhaps please him in other ways?

      She frowned. Her jealous fantasies weren’t usually this… suggestive. She put a hand over her stomach as it gurgled. Hmm. Figs and nuts sounded delicious just now. These bizarre thoughts were clearly just the product of extreme hunger, nothing more.

      After all, all the poor man had done was give her a handkerchief. And be wealthy. And have those… wonderful eyes of his. Bright and piercing, intelligent and concerned. They were engraved on her eyelids they’d hit her so powerfully. Like something inside her had shivered and sprung to life.

      Like he’d actually seen her, when no one else did.

      How dare he try to be kind. He didn’t deserve her bitter imaginings. She sighed, smoothed down her hair again, and quickened her pace.

      A bell tinkled as she opened the door—the bell was as much for his guards as her Da. Two men lounged in armchairs provided for this purpose in opposite corners, thankfully both awake. It was still early.

      The rest of the place was lined with pegs full of tools, the center crowded with tables filled with projects in wood, some in bone or ivory. Was that a chair under construction? Or maybe it was a birdhouse.

      Da did not need to earn a living as a carpenter, and that was a lucky thing, no matter how much he loved working with wood.

      The smell in his workshop had always made something stir, something warm and happy and yet a little anxious too. Warmth and sawdust hit her in a wave, a small stove in the corner stoked and heating the place. Barely. Da should at least put those guards to work keeping the fire going. But that wasn’t the sort of thing he remembered to do.

      Her room would have been much cozier. She hadn’t ventured out of it for weeks, though—or more likely months—and it was time for that to end.

      Today was six months since her brother’s death. The day she had decided that since the rest of the world was forcing her to move on, she would start to comply.

      Or at least play along.

      She’d pulled on a heavier crossover and marched to the first place she could think of that wasn’t her bed—the cemetery.

      So moving on hadn’t gotten off to such a great start, but she’d had some prayers to pray. Forgiveness and permission to ask for.

      Because today she was playing along, but only playing. She had plans of her own.

      “Good morning, Da,” she said as he turned.

      “Lara! So good to see you out here.”

      “Well, you know, six months, I thought I ought to start pretending that life moves on.”

      He sighed and set down the wax crayon and metal triangle he’d been using to plan his next cut. Did his hand shake with the movement, or was it her imagination? “Yes. It does. And it doesn’t.”

      She nodded. “I wanted to remind you. You need a companion to take to the emperor’s banquet.” She had long ago taken on these duties of her late mother’s, but they’d fallen by the wayside in her grief. She’d shirked them long enough.

      He squinted, scratched one bushy eyebrow. “Which ball?”

      “The one for the Feast of Souls. It’s not even two weeks away.”

      He waved her off, picked up his triangle. “There’s plenty of time.”

      “Not for your companion to make a gown fit for an emperor, if she doesn’t already have one.” Or to alter one. Buying fancy gowns for every feast was a thing other, richer clans did.

      “Eh.” He waved at her again and picked up the black stick of wax wound with thread.

      “What about the new Winor woman?”

      “The one who’s barely got all the yak fur off her skirts? While Pavan does enjoy meeting his people fresh from the steppe, I’m expecting this might not be the best occasion for that. No, my love.” His bushy eyebrows frowned at her. He took a sip of the tea that sat nearby on the bench, then narrowed in on marking the wood. “Can’t I take you?”

      “No. I ought to attend on my own.” They probably expected her to cave and bring Andius. That wasn’t happening.

      “I’ll deal with it, my little mother hen.”

      “Come now. I’m just trying to help.”

      “This isn’t about the ball, is it?”

      She dodged the question. “There’s always Rior Delacrew. She’s lovely.”

      “She’s a decade younger than me.”

      “So? It’s just a ball. Although…”

      “Don’t start.”

      “…you never know!” She brightened, leaning on the workbench conspiratorially. “You might find a suitable longer-term interest among many of these ladies⁠—”

      He dropped the tools and pivoted to face her. She thought he might shout, but instead he laid a hand on each shoulder, gentle as usual. When she met his sorrowful gaze, all her forced mirth dried up. His fingers squeezed once before he spoke. “My darling dragonfly. Our situation is what it is. Your mother is gone, and now your brother too.” He stopped, swallowed, overcome for a moment.

      “Myandrin. You can say his name, Da. It won’t hurt anything.”

      “We are stuck where we are stuck.” His sad eyes stared at her. He still hadn’t said it. “There’s nothing to help it.” His voice was rough, and she understood. Her throat was tight too.

      “We could change it. We could try.” She straightened a little. “We should try.”

      “We can’t control who we’ve lost. Nor the consequences. We must simply do the best with what we have left.” He patted her shoulder and turned back to his work.

      They weren’t talking about balls or companions anymore, of course. But she persisted in pretending anyway.

      “What about Menin’s sister Qela?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s young and fair, and, and—” Lara groped at the air. There had to be some other good quality about her.

      “No, Lara.”

      “She’s not so bad.” She crumpled back against the dusty workbench. What were the guards making of all this?

      Da raised an eyebrow, took another sip of tea, and said nothing.

      “Okay, maybe she’s that bad. But she seems to like you. And she’s young! Won’t you at least consider it? For me?”

      “Lara, I can’t⁠—”

      “It matters, Da. Any of those women would gladly go to balls with you. Permanently. As a wife. Carrying you a nice new heir—” She jiggled her hands over her belly.

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “Women are not just jars for babies, Lara.”

      Her eyes flashed, suddenly angry. “You think I don’t know that?”

      “Those women all deserve love, companionship. And that is something I cannot give them or even offer. Or force.”

      “What about my chance at love?” She stabbed a finger at her chest, restraining herself to a mere snap instead of a shout.

      “People like us do not get to choose whom we love, Lara.” His voice was gentle, but the words stung. She had never really disagreed, but when Myandrin had been alive, she would likely have avoided it. Or sidestepped the matter until she was too old—or independent—to be desirable. It wasn’t something she’d grown up expecting to deal with. She was probably already too independent, but there was no choice now.

      It was stupid. Some stupid part of her persisted. Probably the part of her that was smart enough to know that it wasn’t fair.

      “I know this is about Andius,” he said into her silence. His voice was soft enough the guards were unlikely to hear, although they couldn’t have missed her words. Andius was popular with many of the clan guards. He was popular with everyone, because the parts of the day he didn’t spend bragging, he spent kissing asses. “I’m sorry, my child. I wish there was something I could do.”

      “It’s not about him.” That was not entirely true. She didn’t want to marry anyone, but especially not him. “It’s about me. About my life. My happiness.”

      “I live for your happiness, my little fig pie. You know I wouldn’t have it this way if I could. It was supposed to be⁠—”

      She cut him off. “That doesn’t matter now. He’s dead.”

      Da winced. “Even if I remarried, the possibility that I might at some point conceive a child that might be a son? That is not going to change their minds. Especially not so soon after Myandrin’s death, with no one carrying the clanblade. I’ve given it up, and I won’t retake it. And the dragon won’t have me anyway.”

      “Surely the dragon can be reasoned with.”

      He laughed softly. “If you’d spoken much with dragons, you’d understand. Darling, all a marriage would do is deny those women any hope of happiness.”

      And make them richer than they could dream of being. But her father had already thought about it. She could see it in his eyes.

      “Something has to change their minds. It has to.” The words fell from her numbly because she needed them to be true, not because she believed them.

      “It’s not our choice, Lara. These laws are generations old.”

      “You are the clan leader. Change the laws.”

      “Attempting that would only make things worse for you.”

      She didn’t meet his eyes, not wanting to admit he was right on any angle. She was being obstinate, but it couldn’t be helped. Reality was hard to stomach at this point.

      He continued. “We would be certain to fail at any change. I don’t have the support. Andius is popular with the council. They won’t make any change he is against, because they’ll have to deal with him much longer than they’ll have to deal with me. They were already through with me. It was Mya’s turn.”

      Her turn to wince at that. “But you could try⁠—”

      “If I went to serious lengths, it would be obvious that it’s personal. That it’s not about what is proper as law, but about a petty attempt to keep Andius from the seat of power.”

      She bit her lip. It’d be obvious because it was the truth. Keeping Andius from the throne was exactly what she wanted. No, to be more specific, she wanted to keep him from her bed. Unfortunately, now that her brother was dead, taking one necessarily required him to take the other.

      “He’d retaliate against you. And you know it.”

      She smirked to herself. “I thought Andius could do no wrong. Everyone’s darling. He’d never hurt a fly, unless it was hurting one of his precious people.” Bastard put up a good facade.

      “I’ve taught him for fifteen years. You think I don’t see through it? I can’t put you in that position⁠—”

      “I’m already in that position.”

      “This would be worse.”

      “Can’t you at least consider remarrying?”

      He straightened his crossover. “I won’t. It wouldn’t do what you think it would, Lara. Even if I immediately had another child, they’d be only a baby. It’d be more than a decade before they were grown and able to take the mantle and blade. I would have to retake the clanblade, and I can’t. The child would be irrelevant. There is no stopping Andius now.”

      She blew out a breath. He was right, and she hated him for it. “Save it, Da. I’m going for a walk.” She spun on a heel and headed for the door.

      “Wait. Does this mean you’ll be in class later? And go to the ball with me? Lara!”

      He called after her, but she didn’t answer, and she didn’t stop. Something had to be done. She refused to believe that there was no way out of this situation, out of enslavement to this gilded snake of a man.

      This morning, she’d shed tears on Myandrin’s stone, asked his permission and his forgiveness.

      Now she would try the one other idea she had. The most desperate one, the one she’d hoped to avoid.

      She couldn’t blame Da for not wanting to remarry or to quarrel with Andius. He was right in all his arguments. But something had to be done.

      He’d left her no other choice.
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        * * *

      

      Dozens streamed past the broad window before Nyalin. The sun beat down on an ocean of black robes and crossovers.

      He brushed a strand of hair out of his eyes, feeling claustrophobic just looking at them all and searching for Grel approaching amid the faceless mass. Their cat Smoke was curled beside him on the window seat, purring as he absently returned to petting her. His knee wouldn’t quit bouncing from nerves, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      “No Grel yet,” he murmured.

      The people were packed like rolls in a breadbasket, shoving past each other in the din, shoulders brushing. He’d returned from the graveyard through back alleys to avoid entering this fray. Thank the Twins for the back servants’ gate.

      Some could take this road, and the crowd gave them a wide berth. Necromancers, for example. One strolled by now with plenty of room to stretch. His ropes of hair were tied back from his ruddy face, and he wore a necklace of mouse and rabbit skulls—hopefully that’s what they were—punctuated by bright blue beads. Peacock feathers hung down the back of the man’s head, and three black vials hung from his belt, surely filled with blood.

      The only other people who could cut a path through the crowd—besides the clan leaders and the emperor in full regal procession—were the bladed women. The reasons for that were more complicated than fear, but there were so few bladed women, it hardly mattered. Too many people were uncomfortable with women wielding both magic and a sword.

      Inside the Obsidian Clan’s manor, the air was still and oppressive with the scents of incense and woodsmoke that never seemed to lift from the lower floor of his foster parents’ estate. Servants creaked upon the wood floors of the rooms above him, but these lower rooms were frozen and silent, like air trapped in a jar waiting to be released. Quiet birdsong rose from the back garden. His stomach growled as the scent of some baked blackberry creation wafted from the rear kitchens and caught on his tongue. He longed to quit this place, whether for the warmer kitchens with Dalas or the solitude of his work in the library.

      But it didn’t make sense to continue copying another tome if tonight he ended up not living here anymore. He ran his hand through Smoke’s black fur and waited. Her purring thrummed against his hand. “Just a little longer, surely,” he reassured her. Even though he knew what they’d decide, he had to hear it from Grel’s mouth first. And then he’d have to figure out what the decision truly meant.

      The hungry growl in his stomach tightened into a knot of anxious dread.

      At his words, Smoke stirred, unfurled herself, and stretched, arching her back with a lazy yawn. “You’ve got the idea, Smokes,” he muttered, hopping to his feet. “Yes, that’s it. Expend some of that nervous energy.”

      He paced the mahogany floors, eschewing the carpets for a circuit from the wide front window, to the marble hearth, to the armchairs and the bear rug, and back past the weapons stands. The lonely bows and daggers called out for some attention.

      The third time around his circuit, the tiny chime on the great iron front door tinkled. Nyalin stopped and spun.

      It wasn’t Grel. His younger brother Raelt met his eyes with a sneer. Smoke fled the room, an annoyed growl in the back of her throat.

      “I beat him back, didn’t I?” said Raelt, grinning.

      “What did they say?” He tried to keep his tone flat, emotionless, although nothing would keep his sadistic “brother” from savoring the moment. At least if the council had finally doomed Nyalin, he could get away from this fool.

      Raelt swaggered forward and leaned against the arch that separated the grand entry hall from the sitting room. Nyalin looked pointedly at the decorative ceremonial daggers that had conveniently ended up beside him.

      Raelt snorted. “Have you been waiting here the entire time we’ve been gone?”

      Nyalin said nothing.

      “A whole meeting about you, you’d think they would have invited you.” Raelt’s self-satisfied grin only widened.

      Nyalin narrowed his eyes and waited. He wouldn’t take the bait.

      Thankfully, the chime rang again. Oh, thank Seluvae—Grel.

      “They said a rat’s anus has more magic than you,” Raelt blurted before Grel could barge in and ruin his moment. Raelt dashed halfway up the stairs, putting a nice buffer between him and Grel. “And they’d rather teach the rat!”

      Nyalin just shook his head. Raelt had probably been hoping to cultivate something more stinging to say than that, but Grel had forced his hand.

      Grel stopped in the doorway, pushing his too-long black locks out of his eyes, and glared at Raelt. “What, did you run the whole way? Just to rub it in?”

      “I’m just fitter than you,” Raelt called down, now out of Nyalin’s sight.

      “Balls off,” Grel snapped at him. “You live to rub salt in wounds. Get out of here.”

      “Hey, this is my house too. You can’t kick me out. Unlike him.” He raised his voice. “Your days are numbered, Nyalin, you’ll see.”

      “Oh, what a loss,” Nyalin drawled. “How will I stand being without your excellent company.”

      “Not everything is about you, Raelt,” Grel growled, stepping in and opening the door wider. “Now beat it before I beat you out of here.” Grel started forward, raising the back of one hand.

      “Fine. I’ll leave you two to your crying party.” Raelt’s feet thundered the rest of the way up the stairs and down the hall.

      Grel closed the door behind him and met Nyalin’s eyes. His expression twisted something in Nyalin’s chest.  “I’m so sorry,” he said softly.

      “Want me to send some tea?” Raelt called down. “You ladies need any refreshments for your commiserating?”

      “Eat toad testicles!” Grel yelled after him. “C’mon, Nyalin. Let’s get out of here and away from him.”

      Nyalin shrugged and followed his brother back out the door to hear the details of how it had all gone down. He’d endure the crowd to get away from Raelt. They shouldered through the throng for a while in silence.

      “Toads don’t have testicles,” Nyalin said as they found their spot in the river of people and began moving toward the east Obsidian market square.

      “Yeah, but he’s not smart enough to know that.” Grel smiled, his arms clasped behind his back, but didn’t meet Nyalin’s eyes.

      Nyalin snickered, but then sighed. “So they said no, huh?”

      Grel hung his head. “Indeed.”

      “So that’s it then?”

      “I suppose.”

      They walked in silence for a moment.

      “That can’t be it,” Nyalin groaned.

      “I know.” Grel clenched his jaw.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Let’s get some ale. I think I need to get drunk.”

      “I don’t think that’ll fix anything. And it’s barely lunchtime.”

      “All the more reason why.” They walked the rest of the way in silence, and only when they were settled with two mugs of sweet black brew did Grel speak again. “I argued vehemently, of course.”

      Nyalin leaned back in his chair, balancing on two legs. “You didn’t need to do that. They have their own issues with you. Enough you didn’t need to take up my cause.”

      “Let them.” His brother waved a hand at the air. “They’re stuck with me, whether they like it or not. I’m not going to turn my eyes when they pull this bullshit later. They might as well get used to it.”

      That was Grel—always pissing on politics for the sake of principle. “You will need to cooperate with their whims sometimes. Someday. Or the lot of you will never get anything done.”

      “Well, I don’t need to start trying to impress them or build cooperation over this. It’s not right, and you know it. I would rather fight them on this than abide by it—I have to be able to sleep at night.”

      “I understand. If you were clan leader already, this would all be a lot easier.”

      “Yes, but unfortunately the sword smith turned me down for a sword again. And of course, my father is still alive, the old bat.”

      “You don’t mean that,” he said quickly, his chair stumbling forward. “And—I didn’t mean it like that either.” Much as the decision was idiotic and ensured Nyalin would never join the Order of the Raven, let alone become a swordmage, he didn’t wish death on someone just to get some education. Even if that someone was Elix.

      “Of course I don’t. I want him to live to a ripe old age. But I’d also love it if he didn’t do stupid shit like forbidding the teaching of the son of the greatest mage who has ever lived.”

      His face flushed hot. Thankfully the restaurant was empty, so he didn’t need to endure curious stares. He didn’t feel like the son of a great mage. He felt like an orphan who’d grown up mooching off his rich benefactors and turned out not to have any magic anyway. He was an investment that had not panned out, at best. At worst, an embarrassment. And truth be told, a small part of him was relieved. He had never wanted to be a pawn in Elix’s game. But he wasn’t going to tell Grel that, especially when his brother had no choice but to play.

      He tried to shrug it off. “It’s not his fault I’ve got no talent.”

      “That’s horse shit, and you know it.” Grel stabbed a finger at him. “Even he won’t say for sure.”

      “Didn’t stop the council from saying as much.”

      “Too bad the Order of the Raven won’t accept anything but a straight answer.”

      “They’re picky like that.” He hid behind a gulp of his beer. His oldest brother—the only member of his foster family who’d always loved him and treated him like family—had always been surer of Nyalin’s abilities than he was himself. He tried not to argue with someone who believed in him, but it wasn’t easy to do when this particular subject came up.

      “There has to be something you can do,” Grel grumbled.

      Nyalin shrugged. “Do you think they accept sons of great mages at brewing school? At least I could drink my woes away more cheaply.”

      “Maybe you can find a sexy bladed woman to teach you in secret.” Grel’s eyes twinkled over a sip from his mug.

      “Sounds dangerous. What about baked goods? Dalas could teach me.” The house baker had always treated him with more care and kindness than anyone but Grel, and the scent of blackberries still hung in his mind.

      Grel snorted. “You’re not giving up that easily.”

      “Oh, come on, Grel. What choice do I have?”

      “Do you want to give up?” His brother leaned back and folded his arms across his chest, eying Nyalin.

      He sighed. “No. I can’t bear that my mother sacrificed everything for it to end like this. I just don’t see what else I can do. Teaching myself hasn’t worked. None of them can find my magic. What if they’re right? What if I am a dud?” They were, of course. They had to be. “I need to give up on all this and just find something else.” Something meaningful, even if it wasn’t magic.

      “First of all, you’re not a dud. Second of all, even if you were, with your lineage, they should still spend ten more years checking, just to be sure. Especially since they’re not sure.”

      “Even the dragon passed me by.”

      “No, the dragon sniffed and refused to give an opinion. Which is extremely, highly unusual.

      “I wish I had your confidence in me.” He downed another, possibly overzealous gulp of beer.

      “Why are you giving up?”

      “I’m not, it’s just… I think they are sure. It just hurts their bragging rights to admit it. They don’t want people to know that I’m not what everyone hoped. If they don’t say anything for sure, then the potential for another great mage is still there. News of my failure can’t spread.”

      Grel’s face fell. “That’s… plausible. You’ve thought a lot about this.”

      “Yes.”

      “But with this—it could spread now. The council always was a bit overzealous. Perhaps my father hoped to keep them to a nonanswer as well but failed.” Grel sighed. “You always were the more politically perceptive one.”

      Nyalin shrugged. “Hasn’t done me much good, though, has it?”

      “Listen. I have an idea. But I’m only telling you if you are not actually beaten and hoping to give up.”

      “I’m not giving up, damn you.” He set the tankard down with a thud. “What is it? I’ll try anything.”

      “You sure you don’t want to spend your days baking fruit pies?”

      “Dalas has kept me sane, but my mother didn’t die birthing me so I could make a better fruit pie.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      “Tell me your idea, damn it.”

      Grel grinned. “Go to one of the other clans.”

      Nyalin stared at him. “Excuse me? I must have misheard you. Either that, or you just went insane.”

      “Get a second opinion. My father and the council will not be easily convinced. But if it’s appearances they care about, use it against them. Except instead of telling people you’re a dud, you’re going to tell them the Obsidians are too foolish to truly search for your magic. You’ll ask for their help, and you’ll get it. Maybe they’ll succeed where Elix and I failed. And if changing the council’s mind is possible at this point, your best bet would be another clan leader’s opinion.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Elix would kill me.”

      “Exactly. If your theory is right, maybe embarrassing him is just the ticket. But he won’t kill you. I won’t let him.”

      “Do you really think they’d talk to me?”

      Grel nodded gravely. “Any of them would. Even without magic, it’d be a slight to Elix that any of them would benefit from. You’re the politician—am I wrong?”

      Nyalin winced. “What a label.”

      “C’mon.”

      “You’re not wrong. And that doesn’t bother you to suggest it?”

      “Not at all. He brought it on himself.” His brother folded his arms across his chest. “My only question is which clan.”

      The girl from that morning flashed through his mind. Razor-sharp wit in those fiery, hurting eyes, and a wealth of beauty besides… Who was the leader of the Bone Clan?

      “What about Cerivil?” he blurted.

      His brother clapped his hands and leaned forward. “I like it. I mean, you’d be starting at the bottom.”

      “But Cerivil is the one most likely to help,” he said, rubbing his chin and turning the idea over in his mind. Cerivil had always kept track of Nyalin, writing and visiting now and then. Cerivil and Nyalin’s mother had been friends, and some had speculated possibly more than friends. That was only wild speculation; he’d searched high and low for clues as to who his father was, but nothing he’d found had pointed to the Bone Clan. All clues he’d found indicated the man was likely an Obsidian and somehow connected to the Order of the Raven.

      Hence where he needed to go next. Where he’d planned to go if Elix would just pronounce him a swordmage and fit for teaching—or not. He didn’t particularly care if he joined the monastery or not, but he wanted answers. And how else was he going to make a living?

      If Cerivil had been his father, what reason would he have for hiding it? He could have just said so, and the prestige he would have gained would have been beyond worth it. No, it was more likely that his father, whoever he was, either didn’t know or had something to hide.

      “Yes, I agree. And he has the most to gain. And besides, everyone knows Cerivil is talented beyond his birth. He’s also widely respected for his honesty,” Grel mused.

      Nyalin nodded and then stated the obvious. “But he’s… not particularly high in social standing.”

      “That will work in your favor if he’s more willing to help. And it’s a very humble choice. No one can accuse you of self-importance there. Of course, some of the stupider council members will ignore him based on his clan alone, but… Father won’t. He respects Cerivil. If Cerivil proves your magic exists and Father refuses to listen to even him… well, then, that would be beyond rational.”

      He hesitated. Elix had never seemed particularly rational to him, but he didn’t point that out to his brother now. “So… you think I should talk to him?”

      Grel smiled and shrugged. “Well, what have you got to lose? The worst he can say is no.”

      He laughed. “Not like I haven’t heard that before. Okay—I’ll go tomorrow.”

      “Nyalin.” Grel’s fingers drummed along the side of the tankard.

      “What?”

      “I know you too well.” His brother eyed him.

      “What?”

      “Go today. Go right now, or it’ll be weeks before you work up the nerve.”

      Nyalin glared at him and then took another gulp of beer. Grel was right, he was already shying away from the idea. Asking Cerivil, the leader of the weakest clan under the emperor, to consider butting heads with someone like Elix… it was no small request.

      If it were just about him, he wouldn’t bother. Dalas could certainly teach him how to bake. And to enjoy it, even.

      But it wasn’t just about him. Someone other than Grel had maybe loved him once, even if only while he’d been in her belly. It was about her.

      And about getting answers. Cerivil might be the only person who could give him that.

      “All right, fine. A compromise. Tomorrow first thing?”

      Grel narrowed his eyes and took a sip. “I’ll be making sure of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Lara’s hand hovered over the black velvet interior of the dagger case. Last chance to turn back. She still had time to think the better of this plan of hers.

      She breathed deep the cold air that whistled through the armory. Outside, pale curtains flapped in the darkening evening breeze, the foyer empty as the guards rotated through their rounds. It would remain empty for about two minutes more.

      She had that much time to decide.

      In spite of being called the Bone Dagger, the small knife was not predominantly made of bone. The blade was the length of her hand, perhaps a bit longer, with a thin fuller down its center. The hilt was the ancient part—and the magical part—its lovely bone carved from the Bone Dragon’s own scales. The scale piece curved into a natural guard, or something close to one, but as handles went, it was not particularly practical. The design didn’t make much sense. Some bitter sword smith had probably deliberately undermined the balance, angry there was a magic more powerful than his own. The handle looked as likely to injure her hand as protect it in a fight.

      She wasn’t supposed to know about these sorts of things. But Da had always doted on her, given her far more leeway than council members and fancy ladies said he should, especially after her mother had died. And now with the loss of her brother…

      Well, it didn’t matter. With the way things were, Andius would put an end to all that.

      There is no stopping Andius now.

      Actually, Da wasn’t quite right about that one. She had this one idea to stop him. It was extreme. Desperate, even. Possibly a betrayal of her clan, her father, and all she held dear.

      But doing nothing was worse—a betrayal of herself, one she wasn’t sure she’d survive.

      She drew out the golden scarf she’d tucked inside her crossover and laid it over the dagger’s handle. She’d explored her options, racked her brain. This was all that was left.

      The clan leader always carried the clanblade, but Myandrin’s death had thrown things awry. Da had already passed the blade down to Myandrin, leaving them in this awkward limbo where no one carried the clanblade. Other, wealthier clans made new blades from fresh scales for each new heir, but this one dagger had always been the royal blade. And there were no Bone sword smiths anymore anyway. The last had died decades ago. They could beseech one in another clan, but that would require trusting them a great deal. There was no sister clan they trusted that much; there had never seemed a need to find one.

      And so now the blade awaited a new heir to be chosen. The new clan leader would take up the mantle before the hard of winter came, if not much, much sooner.

      If there was no blade for him to take, however…

      Then maybe he wouldn’t be able to become clan leader in the first place.

      She glanced over her shoulder. The guards were still on their rotation. She had another minute, perhaps two. She raised her hand again over the hilt and the scarf she’d covered it with.

      Did she really want to do this?

      No one would suspect. She’d take it and ride out and bury it in the desert. Or at the bottom of a well. The theft would cause chaos, maybe hurt the clan. They’d be the only clan without a sacred clanblade. But they were already the lowest of the low. The Bone Dragon had already withdrawn most of its power two generations ago, for no reason she knew. What did it matter? They’d survive, as they always did. Maybe they’d be the better for it. Maybe new traditions would grow. Less stupid ones. Less cruel.

      And if not? Maybe they’d kill her. Or send her into exile. She’d still end up ahead—and no possession of Andius’s.

      Never that. No matter what, he wasn’t getting this dagger. Or her.

      She lowered a hand and carefully gripped the hilt, keeping the cloth between her skin and the scale of bone. With her other hand, she shook open the sack she’d tied at her belt, the kind women used to carry flowers and market goods to and from home. Men couldn’t be asked to carry apples home to feed the family, of course. That was women’s work.

      A fitting container for a dagger they insisted she could not have. She held the dagger over the bag and lowered it slowly. The cloth was slipping at this angle, but she needed it to prevent imprinting. No one was quite sure how the process of imprinting worked, and she wasn’t taking any chances. But dropping the dagger any faster might slice through the bottom and give her no way to smuggle it out, not to mention the noise it would make hitting the floor.

      Just as the blade was halfway into the bag, footsteps shuffled out in the foyer. She jumped, ice shooting through her veins. Her startle caused the scarf to slip farther, the knife twisting in her grip. Rough bone brushed her sweaty fingers, cold to the touch. She gasped.

      Well. Hello, daughter.

      The blade dropped into the bag, hitting the bottom with nothing but a soft swish, as if it were no sharper than her neglected hairbrush.

      A sudden rush of wind hit her, the leathery flap of wings filling her ears. No—it wasn’t really hitting her. It was hitting her mind. Stars in a brilliant night’s sky flew past at an incredible speed. An upsurge, a spin, her stomach leaping into her throat⁠—

      And then it was gone.

      “What was—” she started. But she clapped a hand over her mouth. Damn—where was the owner of those footsteps? The hall was silent now. And what the hell had just happened?

      The imprinting? No—no, it couldn’t be. It required pomp and circumstance. Ritual, ceremony, calling upon the dragon to accept the new clan leader. It couldn’t be done so quickly. It couldn’t.

      She mouthed silent curses as she closed the dagger case, hot tears pricking the corners of her eyes. If it was done, there really was no going back. If there ever had been. She would have to hope that her gut was mistaken, that imprinting took more than a brush of a fingertip across bone.

      She tightened the drawstrings on her bag and hurried out. She had moments before the guards ended their rotation. She left the armory looking just as it had before. Her room was only a floor and a few dozen paces away.

      All too easily, it was done.

      She shut the door of her room and leaned her back against the simple wood. Her bag and the dagger inside pressed against her knee, demanding further action, to finish the job. Her eyes caught on the black handkerchief where she’d dropped it beside her bed. It still vibrated hot with magic, its scent teasing her. His was something bright and fruity. Maybe lemon? Or no, blackberries? Something of the forest—not something any Bone Clan child knew much about. It was kind of nice.

      Strange that the scent was so faint given the amount of power the handkerchief still held. She should tap it and use it for something more practical. Perhaps that was the intent, stored energy he was sharing with her? A pick-me-up for a low moment? Had he suspected she was a mage too? That would be even more strange, as she’d worn no visible charms or blades or other signs of being a swordmage. She hadn’t noticed such tools on him either, but she hadn’t been looking carefully.

      The memory of his fingers brushing her cheek flashed in her mind. She covered the spot with her hand, savoring the memory, then shook it off. It’d be foolish to get worked up over a small bit of compassion, even with its rarity in this world.

      A shame she’d probably never see him again. Or if she did pass him in the street years down the road, chances were she wouldn’t recognize him as the one who’d seen into her soul and lit a strange spark that even now was quietly smoldering, craving his touch on her cheek again.

      What a ridiculous thing to be thinking about, after what she’d just done. She wouldn’t pass him in the street because she’d be dead.

      My, she was being rash today. She sighed. Oh, well. It was a rash world.

      She had work to do. The kind that required hiding one of the six most recognizable blades in the empire. She knelt beside her bed, drew out her chest of silk undergarments, and set to concealing the blade linked so inextricably with her fate.
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        * * *

      

      “You should have been Elix’s wife.”

      The fire crackled in the hearth. Unira wished it would crackle louder. Loud enough to drown out her father and his reminders of her failings. She’d been pretending to be too engrossed in the demonology book on her lap to hear him for about an hour, but it wasn’t shutting him up.

      “You should drink less.” She didn’t look up from the pages, flipped to the next one. A drawing of an exceptionally handsome demon stared back at her from the paper. Her eyebrow twitched. “You are too far into your cups, Father.”

      “Not at all! I am not far enough.” Edyef slammed down his tankard with a grumble. He was full of the roast boar from his dinner, and full of beer too. And nonsense.

      She took a much more graceful sip, hoping to keep him from noticing the way her attention had honed in on the page. Her own wine was sweet and tart on her tongue, like a ripe peach. Cold, chilled by ice she’d ordered dragged down from the mountain. Her children—nearly adults now, but always her children—lounged on the plush white bear rug by the fire with their own wine. They ignored their grandfather’s grumbling and their mother’s reading equally. Typical late evening activities.

      “I thought you said I should have been Pavan’s wife,” she said as she set down her glass. “Make up your mind, Father. We can only be bitter in so many ways.”

      “Bah. Pavan should never have been chosen. It should have been Elix.”

      “And I know, I know, we should never have agreed to ally with the other clans in the first place.” Every time he was drunk, it was the same. She ran a finger down the page, across the black coat of the man-demon inked in loving detail. He was more man than most of them were. At least in his outward appearance.

      “Obsidians have always been superior.”

      “Father, respectfully… I did not marry Elix, nor Pavan. Bringing up this matter over and over is pointless. I married Giran.” She had thought it a fine lot in life too, especially at first, but her father had had years to breed disappointment.

      “Indeed.” He took another drink, red wine dribbling into his beard. “At least he had the decency to die.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did he now.” She didn’t believe for a second that her husband had simply died. Her father had had something to do with it, obviously; but she had no interest in finding out. No truth would bring Giran back, and they had meant little to each other. He’d inflicted two pregnancies on her and many other discomforts, but the wealth and children he’d left her with seemed a fair trade for all that. She hadn’t wished him dead. But she didn’t wish him back alive either.

      Her eyes flicked to her children lounging by the fire. Neither showed a reaction. They’d heard his ramblings before. Idak’s face sometimes held a flicker of annoyance that she prayed did not mean he held some inklings of avenging his father’s premature death. But he loved his grandfather as much as he’d loved his father, perhaps more; she shouldn’t worry. Jylan’s face sometimes danced with a hint of amusement, a pulling at the corner of her mouth. That worried Unira even more, and she couldn’t come up with any reasoning why it shouldn’t.

      “Yes,” she murmured to appease her father. “Our only blessing.” That and Giran’s vast silk fortune—and a dozen farms to keep on growing their coffers. She shook her head, doubting he’d hear the sarcasm.

      “You’ve had such freedom in his absence.” He chose a chocolate from a gilded plate on the table at his elbow and popped it in his mouth.

      Again she watched Idak out of the corner of her eye. In truth, he was old enough to bear the mantle of the household, and he had been for several years. Only by his permission had she kept it. Permission her father had advised him to give, and Idak couldn’t deny the old man anything, he idolized Edyef so. And her father was right about the freedom it’d given her, compared to many women of her station in the Obsidian Clan.

      The old man leaned forward conspiratorially—at least the small distance he was able. “How do our plans progress?”

      Your plans, she wanted to say. Your plans. Not mine. “Not now, Father.”

      “Yes, now.”

      “No.” She focused her attention on the book. The demon’s eyes shone silver on the page. Some special ink, silver inlay, or something less mundane? It didn’t matter. He was more than handsome, she decided. He was fine as an aged brandy, aristocratic and smoky too. This was it. This was the one. She ran a finger below his name but didn’t speak it yet, even in her mind.

      Her father’s voice cut in. “Humor an old man. I can’t but shift around in this stupid lounge and long for the restoration of my family’s honor.”

      Inwardly, she rolled her eyes. What did he know of honor? Little, for all he talked about it. Outwardly, she sighed and shut the book. Her demon would have to wait. “Well, Father. Our plans progress very well.”

      “Is Idak in line for clan leadership yet?”

      “No, but the sword smiths have been thoroughly bought and paid for. They won’t be making Elix’s son a clanblade anytime soon.”

      “But he remains in line to rule?”

      “Yes. It is only a matter of time, though. As the seasons pass, the council will begin to question his ascension. And we will be there and ready.”

      “We must do more to harm that soppy-hearted, sentimental fool. But fine for now. What about the other? Linali’s son?”

      She schooled her face, as she always did, swallowing the distaste that welled up at any mention of the woman. Her old rival. Her hate was a weakness, and her father had an inkling that it existed, but not its depth. She worked hard to keep it tucked away so he didn’t know how deep it ran.

      If he knew, he might make her kill Linali. End the obsession. And then what would Unira do for a pet? Get a hobby?

      Or perhaps getting her own pet demon would satisfy instead.

      “Elix has done our bidding. He won’t allow teaching of the boy. He was furious, but he had no choice. Vanae and her treachery finally came in handy for something.”

      He waved off mention of Elix’s wife. “Excellent. They mustn’t have Linali’s son to fall back on. Idak must be there—ready and waiting.”

      She nodded as if this were sage advice, as if she hadn’t heard this ten times before. Or ten thousand. But he was not one to be hurried, fortunately or unfortunately. Bound to his couch, all he could do was repeat himself.

      Of course, the plan was not bad, even if it was not hers.

      If it did its job. If it tore apart the empire. Then she would be satisfied. His plan or hers. Idak on the imperial throne, leading the Obsidians against the other clans as they should have done long ago. Sure, putting the clans back at war with each other might destroy them all, rot them from the inside out.

      She didn’t particularly care. In fact, she liked that outcome better but wasn’t sure she could quite affect total destruction all alone. That was where the demon came in. Either way, the empire would fall. And burn.

      And she would dance in the ashes. She wouldn’t rest until that magical tree of gems was a smoking skeleton stretching up out of the ruins like a claw toward the sky. And Pavan would regret the day he’d made an enemy of her.

      She bowed her head again to her father in the silence.

      “You’ve done well, child.”

      Although she was well into her fourth decade, his praise still gave her a little flush of stupid pride. “Thank you, Father.”

      “But we mustn’t rest on our laurels.”

      “Of course. The other clans progress. Glass was easily destabilized. They’ve played right into our hands. And we have a willing puppet in the Bone Clan. I have leverage on him, but I doubt I’ll need it. We are close to getting him the blade and the seat of power. Soon it will all be set, all roadblocks eliminated. It’s but a formality now, a matter of approvals and ceremonies.”

      “Excellent. Which clan is next?”

      “Lapis. Work has already begun.”

      He smiled, nodded. “You see? You are so capable. They really should have married you. And your magic might even surpass theirs. Astonishing—for a woman. You’ve always been so unique, so special, darling.”

      “Perhaps. But they didn’t marry me, Father.” And her abilities did surpass them, and only an idiot would be surprised by that. She knew many idiots, however.

      He grinned. “Well, perhaps it will work out even better in the end, when Idak will reign over them all.”

      She bowed her head and let a smile creep onto her face. Or when the empire was brought to its knees, the clans turned against each other, and it all crashed into utter chaos. Either would suit her, really.

      But chaos sounded like such a refreshing change.

      She was grinning now, although he couldn’t see it. “Yes, Father. So let it be.”
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